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PREFACE

This dissertation was written to fulfill the requirements of the Doctorate in Educational
Leadership and Policy. I engaged in this research and writing over a three-year period from
August 2017 until May 2020. As an educational leader with an interest in equity and educational
policy, I embarked on this work in to better understand past and present education policies, so
that I may support the students, teachers, and other education stakeholders of Shelby County,
TN. My research focuses on the discourse of education policy; understanding how the language
in policy is interpreted and enacted is essential to the ways in which policy impacts student
success. It is my hope that this work will inform the practice of other education leaders as we
implement policies that have substantial impact on the educational outcomes for Black students
in urban schools.
A portion of this work was submitted and accepted for publication in the University of
Memphis Law Symposium Journal for the Spring of 2020. The published portion is listed in the
table of contents as Chapter 2, entitled “When Language Matters: Determining How States
Define Equity Under Race to the Top Grant Applications and Every Student Succeeds Act
Implementation Plans”. This chapter is formatted according to the requirements of that journal.
MLA formatting and Law Review structure are used for that portion of the dissertation, as
required by the Law Symposium Journal.
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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is a three-article exploration of the concept of educational equity and
how it impacts Black students in urban schools. Through the framework of Social Construction
Theory, the concept of equity is explored through a series of discourse and document analyses.
The first article uses a corpus methodology to analyze the Race to the Top (RTTT) applications
of the 12 states that won the competitive grant that encouraged massive education reform law
and policies alongside submitted ESSA plans of these same states to identify strategies used to
combat barriers to success for urban, Black students. The second article uses critical discourse
analysis (CDA) to explore the discipline policies of twelve urban school districts-one district
within each of the twelve states that won the RTTT grants. The goal is to highlight how the
discourse in discipline policies can replicate the dominant ideologies of education polices as a
whole, facilitating inequitable schooling for Black students in urban areas. The third article
conducts a critical research synthesis of existing literature to determine how parents of Black,
urban students envision equity for their children. In order for education policy to close the
opportunity gap for Black students in urban schools, there must be critical discussion about how
socially constructed norms influence the construction and implementation of recent education
reform policies. This dissertation attempts to contribute to that discussion in ways that inform
education stakeholders, particularly at the local level.

Keywords: educational equity; urban schools, black students, education reform policies
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
On December 10, 2015, President Barack Obama proudly introduced The Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) to the American people. During his introductory remarks, he made several
statements about which I became excited: “We’ve got to learn what works and do more of that,
and we’ve got to get rid of the stuff that doesn’t work.…this law requires states to invest in
helping students and schools improve, and focusing on the lowest-performing schools and
closing those big achievement gaps…what we want to do is get rid of unnecessary standardized
tests so that more teachers can spend time engaging in student learning…And finally, this bill
upholds the core value that animated the original [ESEA]…the value that says education, the key
to economic opportunity, is a civil right.” (White House Press Archives, 2015).
As a classroom teacher in one of the largest urban districts in the country, I prayed that
we would finally get the legislative support needed to bring about real change in educational
outcomes for students in districts like mine. At the time ESSA was signed into law, my
classroom roster was 100% African-American students, most of whom could not read on grade
level. I was frustrated with excessive benchmark, formative, and summative assessment
practices that left little room for authentic instruction that developed critical thinking and
problem-solving skills within my students. I did what I could to push them beyond their current
levels, but the mandates of testing and accountability pressure led me to frequently resort to
formulaic, surface-level teaching that barely scratched the surface of their potential. Hearing
President Obama’s words gave me hope that I could finally do the kind of teaching I envisioned
on a consistent basis.

The next school year, when ESSA implementation began, I saw no major shifts in the
way we approached schooling. Standardized testing was still as frequent as before, and the
pressure of accountability measures still cast a shadow over instructional practices. While I
understood that assessment of student performance is necessary to inform instruction, I
wondered if and when we would ever achieve what President Obama had promised-that every
student would succeed. I wondered if it was just my classroom, my school, my district where we
seemed to be no closer to this ideal. I wondered if there were classrooms, schools, districts
where high-pressure accountability measures tied to standardized testing actually improved
outcomes for Black students in urban schools and in poverty. I began to wonder where the
balance was between accountability and equitable schooling practices, and what was the right
mix that would give my students access to the economic opportunity about which the President
spoke. Though I moved out of the classroom into a leadership role soon after, those questions
remained and focused the direction of my research into education policy, accountability, and
equity for Black students in urban schools and/or high-poverty schools.
BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
The evolution of reform policy. Ravitch (2000) pinpoints the early 1980’s as the time
when education reform policy shifted to blame the declining quality of education in America on
the lack of clear curriculum standards and tests to assess mastery. Deming and Figlio (2016)
trace the origins of high-stakes accountability policies to the publication of A Nation at Risk
(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) and cite the No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB) as the pinnacle of the high stakes accountability movement. In their analysis, Deming
and Figlio make an economic connection to this evolution: the rising cost in education per
student that did not result in a parallel increase in student achievement levels (Deming & Figlio,
2

2016). Croft, Roberts and Stenhouse (2016) offer additional factors that contributed to the
development of the high stakes testing culture, such as political climate change and the
development of the testing industrial complex.
NCLB was the continuation of the high stakes testing wave that began in the 1980’s.
Egalite, Fusarelli, and Fusarelli (2017) note that when NCLB was enacted in 2002, the federal
government was deeply involved in education, with mandates such as performance reporting and
high-stakes assessments. Heise (2017), and Mathis and Trujilo (2016) assert that these
accountability measures were the mechanism by which equity would be achieved for the poorest
students, as they would facilitate increased funding and support. However, the reality of NCLB
did not live up to its promise (Mathis, 2003). Scholars began to note that NCLB set unrealistic
goals (Adler-Greene, 2019; Darling-Hammond et. al., 2016,) and enacted punitive accountability
measures (Black, 2017) that hurt more than they helped. Additionally, scholars expressed the
belief that the federal government had acted outside the scope of its authority by enacting these
measures (Egalite, et. al., 2017; Mathis & Trujilo, 2016; McGuinn, 2016) and failed to provide
adequate funding with which to carry out the mandates (Borkowski & Sneed, 2006; Mathis,
2005; Sogunro, Faryniarz, & Rigazio-DiGilio, 2009).
By the time ESSA was enacted in 2015, concerns about the federal government’s
involvement in educational decision-making were widespread (Egalite, Fusarelli & Fusarelli,
2017; Heise, 2017; Katsiyannis, Zhang, Ryan & Jones, 2007; Lauen & Gaddis, 2012; Mathis &
Trujilo, 2017; Sampson & Horsford, 2017). Some education stakeholders expressed hope that a
wave of innovation was on the way that would result in new approaches to equity for high-need
students (Brown, Boser, Sargrad, & Marchitello, 2016; Darling-Hammond, et. al., 2016; Egalite,
et.al., 2017; El Moussaoui, 2017; Mathis & Trujilo, 2016). Amid the surge of hope, Black
3

(2017) and Egalite, et. al. (2017) expressed concerns that the abrupt return of power to the states
would in fact undermine ESSA’s commitment to equity. Black (2017) notes that ESSA contains
“no definite equity provisions” (pg. 2) and no specific method for ensuring that equitable
practices are consistently enacted. Egalite, et. al. (2017) support this assertion by highlighting the
fact that ESSA requires that states develop a plan of support for the lowest-performing schools;
however, there are no guidelines from the federal government on how that support is given.
Adler-Greene (2019) points out that some of ESSA’s provisions leave room for declining
educational quality, citing that it is not fully inclusive of students with disabilities.
Policy analysts also expressed concerns that returning decision-making back to states
without any clear guidance would result in a continuation of federal accountability practices
(Black, 2017). In 2015, Gross and Hill predicted that even as the federal government scaled
back and returned accountability decision making to states, states would continue to use highstakes testing as a primary accountability measure because states lacked the capacity to make a
dramatic shift in accountability practices. Analysis of ESSA state plans supports this view. A
2017 review of state plans by the Bellwether Education Partners speaks of “a continued shift
toward normative accountability systems” (pg. 6). Mathis and Trujilo (2017) find that the
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) measures in NCLB have been replaced by similar sanctions in
state plans. Analysts characterize ESSA as another primarily test-based policy that mandates
assessments in reading, math, and science (Aldeman, Hyslop, Marchitello, Schiess &
Pennington, 2017; Egalite, et. al., 2017; Hess & Eden, 2017; Mathis & Trujilo, 2017; Penuel,
Meyer, & Valladares, 2016;).
Equity and Policy. As education reform policy evolves, so does the conversation about equity.
School finance scholars contend that education policy heavily impacts equity as it relates to the
4

distribution of funds (Baker, Di Carlo, & Weber, 2019). Baker, et. al. (2019) further state that
good policy can help to improve academic outcomes for students, and bad policy can create
barriers. Fitzgerald (2015) advances a philosophy on educational equity that “aims to reconnect
the issue of inequity to the concept of social justice.” (pg. 54). BenDavid-Hadar (2014),
Fitzgerald (2015), and Pijanowski (2017) discuss school finance as a mechanism by which to
achieve equity, and they also connect the concept to social justice. The research of Green,
Baker, and Oluwole (2006) supports the implementation of race-conscious funding as a remedy
to the persistent opportunity gap and the systemic injustices that create barriers for minority
students in poverty. Fitzgerald (2015) supports this work, pointing to failures in the justice
system in school funding formulas as a reason for continued inequities in educational
opportunites.
The opportunity gap has been at the apex of the intersection between equity and
accountability for quite some time. Scholars cite systemic racism as a main cause of the
persistent gap (Feagin & Barnett, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Dixson, Rousseau, Anderson &
Donnor, 2006; Scheurich & Skrla, 2004). Systemic racism is specifically cited as a reason for
the unequal academic performance of Black students and students of other ethnic minorities
(Scheurich & Skrla, 2004). Inequities in academic achievement have been exacerbated by and
contribute to discipline disparities (Allen; 2017; Carey, 2016; Mizel, et. al., 2017; Peguero, Popp
& Shekarkhar, 2015;), disparities in educational attainment (Aughinbaugh & Rothstein, 2014;
Carey, 2016; Madaus, Higgins & Russell, 2009), access to quality instruction (Albrecht & Joles,
2003; Knight, 2019; Horsford, et. al., 2017), and the inequitable distribution of financial,
material, and human resources (Clotfelter, Ladd & Vigdor, 2005; Fitzgerald, 2015; Saultz,
White, Mceachin, Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 2017). Education policy is drafted with provisions that
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are aimed and reducing such disparities and facilitating more equitable outcomes for students in
urban, high-minority and high-poverty schools (Knight, 2019; Kolbe & King Rice, 2012; Saultz,
et. al., 2017); however, research indicates that the achievement gap is not closing despite these
provisions (Ryan, 2004; Brunn-Bevel & Byrd).
Croft, Roberts and Stenhouse (2016) assert that accountability measures such as highstakes standardized tests do not help to close the opportunity gap. They argue that these
neoliberal policies have a hidden agenda: to divert public funds into private interest groups
(Croft, et. al., 2016, pg. 73), sapping resources from the most vulnerable schools to support the
testing industrial complex (TIC), even though high stakes testing does not improve outcomes
(Croft, et. al, 2016). Although Lipman’s (2004) research agrees that high-stakes testing has
become the focal point of accountability policies as the result of neoliberal ideologies, it goes
further, acknowledging that the effects of these accountability policies is most profound in
schools that serve low-income Black students. These accountability measures create immense
pressures for students and schools that have historically underperformed (Apple, 2013; Croft, et.
al., 2016; Lipman, 2004). Thompson and Allen (2012) specifically examine the effects of highstakes testing on Black students, citing more punitive discipline and push-out, test-focused
instructional practices that do not improve student academic performance, and increasing student
apathy as barriers to quality education for Black students. Allen (2017), Morris (2007), and
Peguero, et. al. (2015) also point to a causal link between the achievement gap and disparate
discipline practices.
In contrast, Lauen and Gaddis (2012) conducted research that asserts that post-NCLB
subgroup reporting showed improvements in math and reading for students of color. Their study
also contends that mandated subgroup reporting successfully highlights low-achieving student
6

groups (including Black students), and that suggest the phenomenon of “educational triage”, an
urgent plan of support in response to student achievement results, is not necessarily a function of
NCLB accountability measures (Lauen & Gaddis, 2012, p. 202).
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
The 1983 publication of A Nation at Risk set education reform policy on a trajectory that
has led to the current accountability culture in American schools (Ravitch, 2000). The report
characterized the educational system in America as mediocre, citing numerous shortcomings in
student achievement (Deming & Figlio, 2016). It also made claims of a declining education
system, citing falling SAT scores (Gardner, 1983) as evidence of how American students were
lagging behind those in other industrialized nations. Prior to A Nation at Risk, The Elementary
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) focused on provisions such as Title 1, which was designed
to provide additional funding and resources to help students in poverty (Guilfoyle, 2006). The
focus shifted to accountability with the 1988 reauthorization (Goals 2000), which included a
provision requiring districts to use standardized test scores to assess schools (Gross & Hill, 2016)
and set lofty goals for all students to be proficient in core content areas by the year 2000 (Goals
2000). The motivation was to help get American students back on track to compete in a growing
global economy.
Similarly, in 2002, when President George W. Bush signed NCLB into law,
accountability based on test scores was a key provision (Guilfoyle, 2006). Although the authors
of NCLB explicitly outlined a multifaceted approach to school reform, in the end, NCLB became
equated with one ultimate objective: producing high test scores (Jennings & Bearak, 2014;
Katsiyannis, et. al., 2007; Ryan, 2004; Thompson & Allen, 2012). NCLB also pushed a lofty
100% proficiency objective, but it soon became clear that this objective would not be attained
7

(Adler-Greene, 2019; Darling-Hammond, et. al., 2016; Deming & Figlio, 2016; Egalite, et. al.,
2017; Mathis & Trujilo, 2016).
In 2015, when ESSA was passed, the intent was to return decision-making authority to
states to determine how accountability would be measured and how failing schools would be
supported (Gross & Hill, 2016). As President Obama stated, the goal of ESSA was to bring
education policy back to the original notion that “every child, regardless of race, income,
background…deserves the chance to make out of their lives what they will.” (White House
Press, 2015). The problem is that in the implementation of ESSA, states have made few changes
to the accountability measures for schools and teachers (Black, 2017; Hess & Eden, 2017;
Mathis & Trujilo, 2017). There are mixed feelings in the educational community on the
effectiveness of high-stakes accountability measures. Some scholars believe that they have
served to improve outcomes for Black students who live in urban areas and/or experience
poverty (Lauen & Gaddis, 2012) while others provide evidence that high-stakes accountability
measures are actually detrimental to these students (Croft, et. al., 2016; Deming & Figlio, 2016;
Gross & Hill, 2016; Thompson & Allen, 2012;).

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
Research Agenda. In my course of study, the question has been posed: how do we
achieve equity for Black students in urban schools? Exploration and research of the question did
not lead to a specific answer; instead, it lead to exploration of why the question is so difficult to
answer. By taking a funnel approach and examining the concept of equity in the broad context
of federal policy, then moving to the local level of policy implementation, and finally, moving to
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the level of individual families in urban schools, we may get a better understanding of how
equity is defined, how it is shaped in local policy implementation, and how it is envisioned by
stakeholders. The goal of this approach is to develop a clearer lens through which to view equity
and its impact on Black students in urban schools. While there may not be a clear-cut answer to
the question of how to obtain equity, this type of top-down analysis may lead to revelations that
can help those in close proximity to urban students-teachers and school leaders-to reflect on
current practices and adjust in ways that move Black students in urban schools closer to
equitable outcomes.
Research Questions. In federal education policy, there does not appear to be a universal
definition of equity; no clear vision of what equitable outcomes should look like for Black
students in urban areas. An analysis of federal education policy is needed to determine if a
definition of equity is defined through the discourse. In other words, what can be understood
about equity through what is discussed in policy? Once a definition is shaped, it is then
necessary to determine how policy implementation at the local level impacts equity for Black
students in urban schools. Finally, it is important to understand how equity is envisioned by key
stakeholders, such as the parents of Black students in urban schools, in order to understand the
alignment (or lack thereof) between what they believe their children need to obtain equitable
outcomes and what is currently being provided.
This study includes three separate analyses of policy and existing literature. The first will
analyze educational reform policy to determine how the concept of equity is defined by policy
stakeholders and how the tenets included within policy help to facilitate equitable outcomes for
Black students in urban areas. The second will analyze policy documents from urban school
districts to determine how district policies are shaped in response to education reform policy, and
9

how those district policies reproduce the discourse of dominant ideologies. The third analysis
will examine existing literature on the contrast between how stakeholders expect reform policies
to support equity and what they think actually happens when reform policies are implemented.
In doing so, this study seeks to answer the following questions:
1. How does education policy define equity for Black students in urban areas? How do the
concepts of discipline, urban schools, and accountability in education reform policy
shape equitable practices for Black students?
2. How do discipline policies in urban school districts construct the concept of equity
through their discourse? How do these discourses mirror or replicate dominant
ideologies that negatively impact black students in urban schools?
3. How do education stakeholders envision reform policies and their impact on equitable
outcomes for Black students in urban areas and in poverty? What is their perception of
the outcomes of policy implementation?
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
Black students in urban schools face unique challenges (Allen, 2017; Jones, 2010;
Morris, 2007; Ricks, 2014). The narrative of the academic achievement gap is pervasive, and it
shapes the mindset of education policymakers, educators, and the students themselves (Allen,
2017; Carey, 2016; Jones, 2010; Rios, 2011). For several decades, education reformists have
claimed that education policy at the federal level is necessary to address the factors that led to the
academic achievement gap and eradicate it. However, despite several policy iterations and
measures that profess to address inequities for Black students in urban schools and/or living in
poverty, inequities still exist with respect to academic attainment, educational opportunities,
economic attainment and overall quality of life. The shift to standardized testing accountability
10

measures is intended to illuminate these inequities, for the purpose of identifying the schools and
students with the greatest needs and providing them with resources that will ensure they have
equal access to a high-quality education, and by extension, better economic, social and political
access.
K-12 teachers and leaders are charged with implementing these accountability measures
and presenting results as proof that urban students are successfully mastering academic content
and are prepared for higher education and/or career opportunities. However, research indicates
that the majority of students in urban, low-income schools and districts are not successful in
these endeavors. School closures, consolidations, and repurposing often create additional
barriers for urban students.
In order to advance equitable outcomes for Black students in urban and/or low-income
schools, it is necessary to evaluate the impact of current measures. Though much research has
been done on the impact of education reform policies on Black students in urban schools, there is
a gap in the existing literature with respect to how equity is defined, and the expectations
surrounding its attainment. This study will add to the existing literature by analyzing the
discourse in education policies to determine if: (1) thematic patterns in education policies help to
shape the definition of equity; (2) federal reform policies impact the discourse on equity at the
local level; and (3) the discourse from parents and other stakeholders helps to construct their
expectations of equitable outcomes for their children.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
The social construction of target groups framework is based on the idea that policy
develops as a result of socially constructed values that are applied to certain groups of people in
society, and it examines how these socially constructed values impact policy and policy design
(Pierce, et. al., 2014). Specifically, social construction examines how policy design creates
burdens and benefits for members of the target groups (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). Social
construction identifies four target groups that are believed to have some distribution of benefits
and burdens in the policy process: advantaged, contenders, dependents, and deviants (Sabatier &
Weible, 2007).
The concept of social construction of target populations was developed in the late 1980’s
and early 1990’s (Ingram, Schneider & DeLeon, 2007) through the work of Helen Ingram and
Anne Schneider, who expanded on existing theory related to policy design. The framework
advanced the idea that in constructing policy, policymakers construct negative or positive images
of the target groups and design policy in such a way that the benefits and burdens are distributed
according to that positive or negative construction (Ingram, et. al., 2007). Exploring education
policy through the lens of social construction helps to explain why some public policies (often
intentionally) fail to have the intended impact and even help to perpetuate inequities in society
(Ingram, et. al., 2007). It is designed to explain some policy dilemmas that other policy
frameworks do not: (1) How is it that policy design almost always tends to benefit some groups
and burden others? (2) Why do some policies endure and expand even though they fail to have
the intended impact? (3) Why are some negatively constructed groups able to gain more benefits
than other groups that may be more positively constructed? (Ingram, et. al, 2007).
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Social construction advances five propositions that help to address these
dilemmas. Proposition 1 helps us to examine education reform policies and their impact on Black
students in urban schools and/or high-poverty schools. This proposition states that “the
allocation of benefits and burdens to target groups by public policy depends on the extent of their
political power as well as their positive or negative social construction” (Ingram, et. al., 2007, p.
101). Proposition 1 helps to address dilemmas 1 and 3 by explaining that it is not just the social
construction of the groups that impacts the level of benefits and burdens derived from a policy; it
is also a function of the intersection of that social construction and the political power of the
group (Sabatier and Weible, 2007). This intersection is characterized by the four groups
previously mentioned. The advantaged are those with a great deal of power and are constructed
positively in society (Pierce, et. al., 2014). They are seen as “deserving” of political benefits
(Sabatier and Weible, 2007, pg. 101). The contenders, while equal in power to the advantaged,
do not have the same positive construction (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). Sabatier and Weible
(2007) describe them as unscrupulous and untrustworthy (pg.102). They frequently receive
benefits of policy, but those are often obscured in the policy process because policymakers do
not want to risk political power by publicly aligning with them (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). The
third group, dependents are constructed positively but little power in society, and as a result, they
receive “rhetorical and underfunded benefits and few but often hidden burdens” (Pierce, et.al.,
2014, pg. 5). Lastly, deviants have little power, combined with a negative social construction.
This causes deviants to be the recipients of most of the costs and few of the benefits of public
policy (Sabatier and Weible, 2007). This research study will focus primarily on the dependents
group, because this is generally the construction that pertains to Black students in urban schools.
The next section will explain this construction in more detail.
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For the purposes of analyzing education reform policy and its impact on Black, Urban
students, it is important to understand how this target group is socially constructed and what
level of power they hold. Students-particularly Black students, students in urban schools and
students in poverty- are typically constructed as dependents. They are characterized as objects of
“sympathy and pity” (Sabatier & Weible, 2007, p. 103) who deserve equitable access to a quality
education. This is supported by President Obama’s (2015) assertion that his new education
policy (ESSA) was designed to “dedicate resources to our most vulnerable children” (White
House Press, 2015). This statement perpetuates the construction of students in high-minority,
low-income schools as dependents: a group sorely in need of and certainly deserving of
additional resources and support. In its implementation; however, policy scholars indicate that
ESSA has resulted in the rhetorical and underfunded benefits and hidden burdens that Pierce, et.
al. spoke of in their description of the dependent group (Battenfeld & Crawford, 2015; Black,
2017; Egalite, et. al., 2017; Heise, 2017; Mathis & Trujilo, 2017).
It is also important to understand the social construction of race when considering how
education policy impacts Black, urban students. Race is a social construct that is embedded
historical, political, economic, and educational institutions in America (Dumas, 2016; Hirshberg,
2002; Johnson, Gibbs-Grey & Baker-Bell, 2017; Mustaffa, 2017; Rector-Aranda 2016).
Education researchers and critical scholars help us to understand that race is constructed through
language, texts, and curricula in educational institutions (Bell, 1993; Bell 2008; Johnson, et. al,
2017; Ladson-Billings 2003; Mills and Unsworth, 2018;). Frequently, this construction of race in
educational spaces negatively situates Blacks (Delgado, 1989; Dworin & Bomer, 2008; LadsonBillings, 1995; Dixson, et. al., 2006;). Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) consider race to be a
factor in school inequity. They situate the institutionalized racism and the constructs of racism in
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our society as the cause of the poor conditions of urban schools and the poor quality of the
education Black students receive (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).
Hirshberg (2002) asserts that the social construction of race directly affects how
policymakers construct target populations, such as black students. Link and Oldendick (1996)
discuss the social construction differential, a term that describes the difference in how whites
view themselves and how they view other racial and ethnic groups (p. 150). This is important in
education policy because the greater the difference, the less likely a white person will be to favor
policies that benefit other racial and ethnic groups (Link & Oldendick, 1996). Policy elites form
evaluative judgements that ascribe positive attributes such as intelligence, work ethic, and
peacefulness with those in their own group, while attributing negative characteristics such as
laziness, violence and unintelligence with other ethnic groups (Dumas, 2016; Dumas & Ross,
2016; Link & Oldendick, 1996; Mustaffa 2017; Schneider & Ingram, 1993). These evaluative
judgements create cognitive images about a target group (Link & Oldendick, 1996) that are
reinforced through experiences that confirm them. Over time, this reinforced social construction
of a target group becomes rooted in policy through the policymakers that hold these beliefs, and
they become more resistant to new information (Link & Oldendick, 1996).
Since the majority of public policy makers in America are white (Hirshberg,
2002), it is logical that the concept of whiteness shapes education policy (Gillborn, 2005;
Hirshberg, 2002). Throughout this research, terms such as “normative stereotypes” and
“dominant ideologies” will be used to characterize the theoretical perspective of whiteness as the
norm, relegating all other cultures to “others”. Whiteness has evolved from being constructed as
superior to being constructed as normal (Cabrera, 2018). The normalization of whiteness has
facilitated the continuation of systemic racism in education policy (Cabrera, 2018; Leonardo,
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2013) . Through discourse and culture, whiteness has become the default standard in American
society (Cabrera, 2018);n anything that does not align with the concept of whiteness is
considered unusual, if it is considered at all. Whiteness is the normative lens through which
education policy is formed (Burrows, 2017; Flintoff, Dowling, & Fitzgerald, 2015; Hughes,
2016; Rodriguez & Magill, 2017), and to continue to view education policy in this way is to
marginalize or ignore the factors that impact policy implementation (Maguire, Braun, and Ball,
2015) in urban schools. Until white policymakers look closely at their perceptions of whiteness
and their cognitive processes in forming attitudes about other races, it will be impossible for
them to gain a clear understanding of the unique needs of some of target populations such as
Black students in urban schools.
It is also important to understand the construct of ‘urban’ in education and education
policy. Social construction researchers advance the idea that realities and knowledge are
constructed through social processes (Martinez, Dye & Gonzales, 2017). Buendia (2011)
contends that society has “constructed a population deemed as the urban that has been reduced to
racial, economic, cultural and spatial attributes that are seen as corresponding to the totality of
their aspirations, experiences, and intellectual proclivities.” (p. 2). In other words, the urban has
come to mean more than just a geographical designation; it now has a connotation of limited
abilities, resources, and experiences for the people of color that live in those locations.
Educational institutions have been constructed from the perspective of whiteness (Johnson, 2006;
Martinez, et. al., 2017) without consideration for the social processes that shape the realities of
other cultures (Hipolito-Delgado & Lee, 2007; Martinez, et. al., 2017). Students in urban
schools are forced into an established system that is constructed without considering their
realities. This lack of consideration leads to a negative construction of Black students as
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academically inferior and unmotivated (Ladson-Billings, 2013; Martinez, et. al., 2017; Milner,
2012; Schaffer, White & Brown, 2018; Welsh & Swain, 2020). The cultural bias of white school
personnel and policymakers does not allow them to consider that their view of schooling through
the lens of whiteness negatively frames students in urban areas, who have constructed meaning
about society and schooling based on a completely different set of experiences (Martinez, et. al.,
2017). One example of this is in the adoption and promotion of the term ‘achievement gap’
(Martinez, et. al., 2017).

This term situates Black students in urban schools against the

academic norms established by white culture (Ladson-Billings, 2013; Leonardo, 2012; Martinez,
et. al., 2017; Matias, 2018) and blames those students for perceived academic deficiencies, rather
than focus on the systemic barriers that society has placed in front of them (Ladson-Billings,
2013; Martinez, et. al., 2017). As a result, education policy is constructed on a foundation of
systemic racism that sees Black students in urban schools as inherently inferior (Jencks &
Phillips, 1998; Leonardo, 2012; Link & Oldendick, 1996; Marx, 2005) and scarcely addresses
the barriers that impact equitable outcomes for these children (Boger, 1999; Hughes, 2010;
Martinez, et. al., 2017).
STUDY OVERVIEW
This study is comprised of three document analyses that are aimed at (1) determining
how states define equity in education policy; (2) identifying how urban school districts construct
equity in response to national education reform policies; and (3) analyzing public expectation of
equity policies and comparing it to public perceptions of actual outcomes.
Defining equity. The first analysis looks at The Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA) to determine its impact on equitable outcomes for Black students in urban areas. The
Race to the Top (RTTT) applications of the 12 states that won the competitive grant that
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encouraged massive education reform law and policies are examined alongside submitted ESSA
plans of these same states to identify strategies used to combat barriers to success for urban,
Black students. This analysis begins by outlining the key tenets of ESSA as it relates to
equitable outcomes for Black students. Using corpus linguistics as a research method, critical
discourse analysis explores the ways in which the state plans shape the meanings of equity,
discipline, urban schools, and accountability. This discourse analysis also examines the RTTT
applications of the 12 states to determine how the language in each state’s RTTT application
supported and/or scaled back similar language in each state’s ESSA plan in the areas mentioned.
Urban schools and equity. This analysis reviews student Code of Conduct and/or
Rights and Responsibilities documents from twelve urban school districts (one for each of the 12
RTTT grant awardees). Specifically, this analysis will review the documents to identify how
discourse is used to construct the concept of equity as it relates to discipline practices. The
documents will also be analyzed for alignment with the state ESSA plan from each state to
identify ways in which school district policy reproduces dominant ideologies that can negatively
impact equitable outcomes for Black students in urban schools.
Stakeholder expectations and perceptions. The final analysis will examine what stakeholders
in the same urban school districts believe equity should look like for their students, and how they
feel education reform policies have delivered on stakeholder expectations. Published reports
from community advocacy groups, student groups, and parent organizations will be compared to
education reform policies-specifically RTTT applications and ESSA-to determine: (1) how
stakeholders feel the policies’ visions of equity align with theirs; and (2) how stakeholders feel
that the policies have delivered on their promises of equitable outcomes for Black students in
urban areas.
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Chapter 2

When Language Matters: Determining How States Define Equity Under Race to the Top
Grant Applications and Every Student Succeeds Act Implementation Plans

I. INTRODUCTION
In the last 40 years, key shifts in politics and policy have impacted the public-school system
in America, moving the focus from minimum skills competency to global proficiency.1 Many
education policy scholars cite the publication of A Nation at Risk2 as the impetus for the shifts.3
This publication warned that the economic security of the country would be compromised if we
did not make sweeping changes in our education system.4 The panic created by the report was the
catalyst for the current assessment and accountability culture in American education.5
No Child Left Behind (NCLB)6—the 2002 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA)7—was drafted with the intent to put a spotlight on the student groups (such
as black students) that had been traditionally underserved by state accountability measures 8 and
promised to increase educational equity and opportunity for these student groups by increasing
funding and support.9 Education stakeholders and scholars soon realized that NCLB’s primary
strategy for increased equity and opportunity was through a system of punitive testing
accountability measures.10 By promising sanctions when schools and students continued to
underperform, policymakers hoped that states, local education agencies (LEA’s), and schools
would feel pressured to improve.11 For example, “the federal government became increasingly
involved in the nuts and bolts of schooling . . . by implementing a series of top-down command

1. See Paul T. O’Neill, High Stakes Testing Law and Litigation, 2003 BYU EDUC. & L.J., 623 (2003).
2. See
A
Nation
at
Risk,
NAT’L
COMM’N
ON
EXCELLENCE
IN
EDUC
(1983),
https://www2.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/risk.html.
3. See Sharon L. Nichols et al., High-Stakes Testing and Student Achievement: Does Accountability Pressure
Increase Student Learning?, 14 EDUC. POL’Y ANALYSIS ARCHIVES 1, 3 (2012).
4. See id.
5. See Michael R. Heise, Courting Trouble: Litigation, High-Stakes Testing, and Education Policy, 42 IND. L. REV.
327 (2009).
6. See No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 20 U.S.C. § 6319 (repealed 2015).
7. See Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Pub. L. No. 89-10, 79 Stat. 27 (1965).
8. See Douglas Lee Lauen & S. Michael Gaddis, Shining a Light or Fumbling in the Dark? The Effects of NCLB’s
Subgroup-Specific Accountability on Student Achievement, 34 EDUC. EVALUATION AND POL’Y ANALYSIS 185 (2012).
9. See WILLIAM J. MATHIS & TINA M. TRUJILLO, NAT’L EDUC. POLICY CTR., LESSONS FROM NCLB FOR THE EVERY
STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT 3 (2016); Michael Heise, From No Child Left Behind to Every Student Succeeds: Back to a Future
for Education Federalism, 117 COLUM. L. REV. 1859, 1865 (2017).
10. See Derek W. Black, Abandoning the Federal Role in Education: The Every Student Succeeds Act, 105 CALIF.
L. REV. 1309 (2017).
11. See Lauen & Gaddis, supra note 8.
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and control measures such as performance reporting and outcomes-based assessments.”12 When
states attempted to implement NCLB’s mandates, they found the accountability measures to be
unrealistic and unattainable.13 NCLB waivers were requested by most states, indicating that the
federal government had overreached with NCLB accountability policies,14 not understanding the
needs and limitations of each state. These reauthorizations of the ESEA, including NCLB and the
current iteration the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA),15 were designed to repair educational
inequities and close the achievement gap16 for black students, students living in poverty, and
students with disabilities.17 The strategies contained in education policy since A Nation at Risk
brought issues to the policy arena that had not been addressed in this way before.18
This Essay analyzes the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) to determine its impact on
equitable outcomes for black students in urban areas. In this Essay, we examine the Race to the
Top (RTTT) applications of the twelve states that won the competitive grant that encouraged
massive education reform law and policies alongside submitted ESSA plans of these same states
to identify strategies used to combat barriers to success for urban, black students. Part II provides
an explanation of why the search terms were chosen and how they connect to the concept of equity.
Part III outlines policy history and the tenets of ESSA that speak to the concept of equity. It also
provides a review of existing literature and research on equity in current education reform policies.
Using corpus linguistics as a research method in part IV, we conduct a critical discourse analysis
of the ways in which the states’ plans shape the meanings of equity, discipline, urban schools, and
accountability. ESSA and RTTT plans are searched for how frequently the terms are mentioned,
any themes that emerge among state plans, and the alignment or misalignment between the use of
the terms in ESSA plans and RTTT applications. The frequency of mention and emerging themes
are important because both can demonstrate how states prioritize these concepts.
II. THE IMPORTANCE OF EQUITY, DISCIPLINE, URBAN SCHOOLS, AND ACCOUNTABILITY
While education reform policies claim to be designed with equity in mind,19 critical analysis
is necessary20 to determine if claims of closing the achievement gap are hollow rhetoric or rooted
in concrete action. We must take a closer look at how policy addresses key issues that affect
12. Anna J. Egalite et al., Will Decentralization Affect Educational Inequity? The Every Student Succeeds Act, 53
EDUC. ADMIN. QUARTERLY 757, 761 (2017).
13. See LINDA DARLING-HAMMOND ET AL., PATHWAYS TO NEW ACCOUNTABILITY THROUGH THE EVERY STUDENT
SUCCEEDS ACT, LEARNING POL’Y INSTIT., (2016); see also Laura Adler-Greene, Every Student Succeeds Act: Are Schools
Making Sure Every Student Succeeds?, 1 TOURO L. REV. 11 (2019).
14. See Carrie Sampson & Sonya D. Horsford, Putting the Public Back in Public Education: Community Advocacy
and Education Leadership Under the Every Student Succeeds Act, 27 J. OF SCH. LEADERSHIP 725 (2017); see also MATHIS
& TRUJILLO, supra note 9; see also Egalite, supra note 12; DARLING-HAMMOND, supra note 13.
15. See Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), Pub. L. No. 114-95 (2015).
16. See Andrew Saultz et al., Teacher Quality, Distribution, and Equity in ESSA, 27 J. OF SCH. LEADERSHIP 652
(2017) (examining inequitable access to teachers under ESSA); Souhila El Moussaoui, The Every Student Succeeds Act and
Its Impact on Vulnerable Children, 46 J. OF LAW & EDUC. 407 (2017); Egalite, supra note 12.
17. See Gail L. Thompson & Tawannah G. Allen, Four Effects of the High-Stakes Testing Movement on African
American K-12 Students, 81 THE J. OF NEGRO EDUC. 218 (2012); Lauen & Gaddis, supra note 8.
18. See Erica L. DeCuir, The Louisiana Educational Assessment Program: Implications for Students and Schools,
16 CURRICULUM AND TEACHING DIALOGUE 31 (2014); Heise, supra note 5; Nichols, supra note 3.
19. See Every Student Succeeds Act, supra note 16; No Child Left Behind Act, supra note 6.
20. See Gisele A. Waters, Critical Evaluation for Education Reform, 6 EDUC. POL’Y ANALYSIS ARCHIVES 2–3 (1998).
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equitable outcomes, such as: (a) discipline practices that disproportionately remove black students
from educational settings, (b) the unique challenges and needs of urban schools, and (c) highstakes accountability measures with punitive consequences that adversely impact black students
in urban schools. The search terms were chosen because of the authors’ belief that discipline,
urban schools, and accountability are the aspects of education policy where equitable practices are
needed most. Equitable schooling cannot take place if exclusionary discipline policies are
disproportionately applied to black students, if urban schools are not valued and supported
according to their individual needs, and if accountability practices result in punitive actions rather
than supports for urban schools and students. Taking a critical look at the language of reform
policies helps to highlight how policy makers prioritize the issues stated above and clarifies how
they intend to implement practices that improve outcomes for black students in urban areas.
Educational outcomes are substantially impacted by non-educational factors21 such as
poverty, abuse, and the influence of urban life. To provide equitable educational experiences for
black students, policy makers must consider the source of these inequities. State-structured school
segregation during Reconstruction and Jim Crow created the foundation for today’s inequities.22
During the early 1900’s, this segregation system was designed to emphasize trades and skilled
labor for black students to limit their economic mobility while subsequently securing prime
educational opportunities for white students, solidifying economic disparities.23 Despite the
dismantling of de jure segregation in schooling through Brown v. Board of Education,24 the
inequities persisted in more discrete ways:25 funding gaps in schools with predominately minority
populations, disproportionate use of exclusionary discipline, inequitable access to highly effective
school leaders and teachers, inequitable access to high-quality resources and facilities, and
inequitable access to advanced coursework pervade our system today.26
Too often black students are the recipients of exclusionary discipline practices.27 Research
confirms that black boys and girls are expelled and suspended from school at much higher rates
than their white counterparts.28 Discipline disparities based on race negatively impact academic

21. See DANIEL M. KORETZ, THE TESTING CHARADE: PRETENDING TO MAKE SCHOOLS BETTER (2017).
22. See Rachelle J. Brunn-Bevel, W. Carson Byrd, Louise Seamster, & Kasey Henricks, The Foundation of Racial
Disparities in the Standardized Testing Era: The Impact of School Segregation and the Assault on Public Education in
Virginia, 39 HUMAN. & SOC’Y 419, 425–430 (2015); Michael J. Dumas, Against the Dark: Antiblackness in Education
Policy and Discourse, 55 THEORY INTO PRAC. 11, 16 (2016).
23. See Brunn-Bevel & Byrd, supra note 22, at 425–26.
24. See Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483, 495 (1954).
25. See Ladson-Billings, From the Achievement Gap to the Education Debt: Understanding Achievement in U.S.
Schools, 35 EDUC. RESEARCHER 3, 5 (2006).
26. See THE ASPEN INSTITUTE: EDUCATION & SOCIETY PROGRAM, ADVANCING EQUITY THROUGH ESSA: STRATEGIES
FOR STATE LEADERS 1 (2016). See generally Charles Clotfelter, Helen F. Ladd, Jacob Vigdor, & Justin Wheeler, HighPoverty Schools and the Distribution of Teachers and Principals, 85 N.C. L. REV. 1345 (2007) (discussing inequitable access
to quality teachers); Saultz et al., supra note 16; Ayana Kee Campoli, Supportive Principals and Black Teacher Turnover:
ESSA as an Opportunity to Improve Retention, 27 J. SCH. LEADERSHIP 675 (2017) (analyzing inequitable access to teachers
of color).
27. See THE ASPEN INSTITUTE: EDUCATION & SOCIETY PROGRAM, supra note 26, at 22.
28. See Anne Gregory, Russell J. Skiba, & Pedro A. Noguera, The Achievement Gap and the Discipline Gap: Two
Sides of the Same Coin?, 39 EDUC. RESEARCHER 59, 59–60 (2010); Matthew L. Mizel, Jeremy N. V. Miles, Eric R. Pedersen,
Joan S. Tucker, Brett Ewing, & Elizabeth J. D’Amico, To Educate or Incarcerate: Factors in Disproportionality in School
Discipline, 70 CHILD. & YOUTH SERVICES REV. 102, 103 (2016).
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achievement,29 and low academic achievement puts students at greater risk for exclusionary
discipline practices.30 In other words, when looking at misbehavior, schools find it easier to enact
exclusionary consequences if the student is not performing well academically. 31 Schools often fail
to consider the impact of non-academic factors such as poverty, abuse,32 and the influences of life
in urban neighborhoods. These non-academic factors can cause black students to reject race—and
gender—normative behavior expectations within schools, making them the target of exclusionary
discipline more frequently.33
Many problems facing urban schools in America appear resistant to most education
reform,34 likely due to a disconnect between education policymakers and the challenges faced by
urban schools.35 Although education reform policies—particularly accountability policies—are
aimed at shining a light on the inequities that most urban schools encounter,36 the accountability
expectations do not match the inadequate support given to struggling schools.37 Urban areas lack
an equitable distribution of resources, such as access to highly qualified teachers, 38 which has a
direct impact on the achievement of the students in urban areas.39 The problems in urban schools
are rooted in systemic racism and poverty, creating a cycle of inequity40 that cannot be overcome
by top-down accountability policy.
Accountability measures from education policy often exacerbate inequitable education
practices.41 Most accountability measures are tied to state-level standardized tests, which measure

29. See Gregory et al., supra note 28, at 60; Scott W. Duxbury & Dana L. Haynie, School Suspension and Social
Selection: Labeling, Network Change, and Adolescent, Academic Achievement, 85 SOC. SCI. RES. 1, 11 (2020).
30. See Thompson & Allen, supra note 17, at 219.
31. Thompson & Allen’s study determined that high-stakes testing policies cause black students to be pushed out of
schools through punitive discipline policies. They explain that some schools use low academic performance as a determining
factor in the severity and frequency of punitive discipline. See id. at 221-22.
32. See Mizel et al., supra note 28, at 103.
33. See Anthony A. Peguero, Ann Marie Popp & Zahra Shekarkhar, Breaking Stereotypes and School Punishment:
Family Socioeconomic Status, Test Scores, Academic and Sport Activities, Backlash, and Racial and Ethnic Discipline
Disparities, 13 J. ETHNICITY CRIM. JUST. 59, 60 (2015); Quaylan Allen, “They Write Me Off and Don’t Give Me a Chance
to Learn Anything”: Positioning, Discipline, and Black Masculinities in School, 48 ANTHROPOLOGY & EDUC. Q. 269, 279
(2017); Edward W. Morris, “Ladies” or “Loudies”? Perceptions and Experiences of Black Girls in Classrooms, 70 CHILD.
& YOUTH SERVICES REV. 490, 506–09 (2007).
34. See Charles M. Payne & Mariame Kaba, So Much Reform, So Little Change: Building-level Obstacles to Urban
School Reform, 37 SOC. POL’Y 30, 30 (2007).
35. See id.
36. See Lauen & Gaddis, supra note 8, at 185–86.
37. See T. Anthony Walker, Recasting the Vision for Achieving Equity: A Historical Analysis of Testing and
Impediments to Process-Based Accountability, 49 EDUC. & URB. SOC’Y 297, 306 (2016).
38. See id. at 309–10; Saultz et al., supra note 16, at 654; Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Wheeler, supra note 26, at
1356.
39. Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Wheeler, supra note 26, at 1373–74.
40. Mark R. Warren, Building a Political Constituency for Urban School Reform, 36 URB. EDUC. 484, 486–87 (2011).
41. See Martin J. Wasserberg, High-Achieving African American Elementary Students’ Perspectives on Standardized
Testing and Stereotypes, 86 THE J. OF NEGRO EDUC. 40 (2017); Jennifer L. Jennings & Jonathan Marc Bearak, “Teaching
to the Test” in the NCLB Era: How Test Predictability Affects Our Understanding of Student Performance, 43 EDUC.
RESEARCHER 381 (2014); Thompson & Allen, supra note 17; Lauen & Gaddis, supra note 8; John B. Holbein & Helen F.
Ladd, Accountability Pressure: Regression Discontinuity Estimates of How No Child Left Behind Influenced Student
Behavior, 58 ECON. OF EDUC. REV. 55 (2017).
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school, teacher, and student success.42 This practice, known as high stakes testing, can have
negative effects on black students.43 While accountability measures brought attention to reading
and math achievement disparities, they have not resulted in drastic improvement in educational
outcomes for black students. Instead, this testing has produced negative effects such as increased
dropout, more black youth in the school-to-prison pipeline, and increased student apathy.44 Highstakes testing has created a “narcissistic school system [where] damage is done to the most
vulnerable: children who cannot defend or protect themselves from destructive policies or
practices.”45 Often, the stigma of failure and test anxiety negatively impacts students. The topdown pressures of high-stakes testing can increase negative behaviors, especially for minority
students.46 This calls into question the validity, reliability, and fairness of using high stakes tests
as a measure of student success.47
III. REFORM DESIGNED WITH EQUITY IN MIND
Policy makers have professed that the goals of educational policy are aimed at creating
equitable practices and improving educational outcomes for students of color, students from low
socio-economic environments, and students with disabilities.48 We hypothesize that if education
policy is geared towards equity, then it should contain clear provision by which to achieve said
equity. The most recent reauthorization of the ESEA—ESSA—is the flagship for the goals of
educational policy.49 ESSA allows each state to craft its own plan for improving educational
outcomes and develop some of the measures that define student success.50 In this analysis, we will
examine the ESSA plans for 12 states; the states that won Race to the Top (RTTT) grants. The
RTTT grant awardees were the states that demonstrated innovation in improving education in their

42. See George Madaus, Michael Russell, & Jennifer Higgins, THE PARADOXES OF HIGH STAKES TESTING: HOW
THEY AFFECT STUDENTS, THEIR PARENTS, TEACHERS, PRINCIPALS, SCHOOLS, AND SOCIETY (2009); KORETZ, supra note 21;
Heise, supra note 5; Thompson & Allen, supra note 17; Lauen & Gaddis, supra note 8.
43. See Sheryl J. Croft, Mari Ann Roberts, & Vera L. Stenhouse, The Perfect Storm of Education Reform: High
Stakes Testing and Teacher Evaluation, 42 SOC. JUST. 70 (2016); David J. Deming & David Figlio, Accountability in US
Education: Applying Lessons from K-12 Experience to Higher Education, 30 J. OF ECON. PERSPECTIVES 33 (2016); Wayne
Au, Can We Test for Liberation? Moving From Retributive to Restorative and Transformative Assessment in Schools, 8
CRITICAL EDUC. 1 (2017); Thompson & Allen, supra note 17.
44. See Thompson & Allen, supra note 17.
45. Id. at 223.
46. See Holbein & Ladd, supra note 41. Holbein & Ladd’s research indicates that the pressures associated with highstakes testing at the school level is transferred down to students, creating intense anti-social behavior, with the most
pronounced response reported among minority students.
47. See Susan Fread Albrecht & Candace Joles, Accountability and Access to Opportunity: Mutually Exclusive Tenets
Under a High-stakes Testing Mandate, 47 PREVENTING SCH. FAILURE 86 (2003).
48. See David S. Knight, Are School Districts Allocating Resources Equitably? The Every Student Succeeds Act,
Teacher Experience Gaps, and Equitable Resource Allocation, 33 EDUC. POL’Y 615 (2019); Sonya D. Hosford et al., Special
Issue Introduction: School Leadership and the Every Student Succeeds Act: Dilemmas and Possibilities in an Era of
Inequality, 27 J. OF SCH. LEADERSHIP 618 (2017).
49. See generally Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), Pub. L. No. 114-95, § 1001, 129 Stat. 1802 (2015) (“The
purpose of this title is to provide all children significant opportunity to receive a fair, equitable, and high-quality education,
and to close educational achievement gaps.”).
50. See id. § 1005.
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states.51 Therefore, it should follow that their ESSA plans should demonstrate consistent
innovation in improving equity, eliminating disparate discipline, understanding the challenges of
urban schools, and developing fair and comprehensive accountability measures. The analysis will
begin with an overview of ESSA, including the historical context of the policy’s development from
No Child Left Behind, its goals and aims, and a review of the existing literature on both ESSA and
RTTT.
A. The Build-Up to ESSA
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was arguably the most discussed reform policy for public
schools in the United States.52 NCLB was criticized for its level of federal government
involvement in state and local education and for its stringent accountability measures based mostly
on high-stakes testing.53 Although NCLB was presented as a broad approach to education reform,
it became notorious for a laser focus on high-stakes testing accountability.54 This system of
punitive testing accountability measures55 hit states, districts, teachers, and schools hard and fast,
with claims that these measures were needed to increase equitable education outcomes and provide
financial support and other resources where most needed.56
As NCLB implementation rolled out, however, states and local education agencies (LEA’s)
found that the policy set unrealistic accountability targets. 57 Then-Secretary of Education Arne
Duncan allowed states to request waivers from some of the NCLB mandates58 in exchange for
developing their own plans for improvement. Granting of waivers became commonplace, and by
October 2013, the Department of Education had approved waivers in forty-three states.59 Policy
analysts began to argue that the federal government had implemented accountability targets that
were impossible to reach, then granted waivers60 in an attempt to fix the problem. One of the
waiver requirements was that states adopt a set of college and career standards by which to measure
student success, which was seen by education stakeholders as a federal government push for

51. See Saultz et al., supra note 16, at 658 (“In response to the Great Recession of 2008, the Obama administration,
as part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, introduced its Race to the Top (RTTT) grant competition
to ‘reward States that are creating the conditions for educational innovation and reform.’” (citation omitted)).
52. See CATHERINE BROWN, ULRICH BOSER, SCOTT SARGRAD, & MAX MARCHITELLO, IMPLEMENTING THE EVERY
STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT: TOWARDS A COHERENT, ALIGNED ASSESSMENT SYSTEM (Ctr. for Am. Progress ed., 2016),
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED568079.pdf.
53. See Egalite et al., supra note 12.
54. See Thompson & Allen, supra note 17.
55. See Black, supra note 10.
56. See Heise, supra note 5; MATHIS & TRUJILLO, supra note 14.
57. See DARLING-HAMMOND ET AL., supra note 13; Adler-Greene, supra note 13.
58. See MORGAN S. POLIKOFF, ANDREW MCEACHIN, STEPHANI WRABEL, & MATTHEW DUQUE, GRADING THE NO
CHILD LEFT BEHIND WAIVERS (American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research ed., 2014), https://www.aei.org/wpcontent/uploads/2014/02/-education-outlook-214_140305366436.pdf.
59. See id.
60. See MATHIS & TRUJILLO, supra note 14; Egalite et al., supra note 12.
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Common Core Standards.61 This increased the already strong discontent over federal government
intrusion into state education decisions62 and made conditions ripe for the development of ESSA.
A reauthorization of ESEA was due in 2015, and by this time, it was clear that it needed to
be a radical departure from NCLB.63 ESSA promised this departure, touting a repeal of NCLB’s
practice of federally enforced accountability measures. 64 Hailed as a bi-partisan effort under the
Obama Administration, ESSA’s primary goal was to provide a more flexible system of
accountability, comprised of multiple measures.65 ESSA allowed State Education Agencies
(SEA’s) to draft their own accountability plans that were based on their unique needs, 66 reverting
power back to the states, as it had been pre-NCLB.67 While the state plans under ESSA
accomplished the same goal as NCLB waivers, the Obama Administration highlighted states’
freedom to create their own plans in the new policy to quell growing concern among education
stakeholders that NCLB accountability measures amounted to federal abuse of power in
educational decision-making.68 This presented an opportunity for states to design radically
different approaches to equity and educational quality.69 In fact, ESSA, like its predecessors,
sought to advance the goals of equity and excellence in education, 70 but it does not do enough to
reverse the high-stakes testing and punitive accountability practices of the previous policy. 71
B. ESSA’s Goals and Outcomes
ESSA supports state and local control over three aspects of education: Standards,
Accountability, and Assessment.72 States have the option to adopt new standards and shift away
NCLB’s attempt to devise a unified national system of standards, the Common Core State
Standards.73 With the adoption of new standards, states could develop their own assessments.
61. See Kimberly Jenkins Robinson, Restructuring the Elementary and Secondary Education Act’s Approach to
Equity, 103 MINN. L. REV. 915 (2018). Common Core Standards are a set of academic standards developed by assessment
specialists and educators in response to requests from governors and state departments of education. The adoption of these
stringent standards resulted in more schools failing to meet NCLB’s accountability requirements.
62. See id. at 932.
63. See Maria Ferguson, Still Trying to Get Equity Right, 98 THE PHI DELTA KAPPAN 74 (2016); MATHIS & TRUJILLO,
supra note 9, at 6–7; Adler-Greene, supra note 13.
64. See Heise, supra note 5.
65. See Egalite et al., supra note 12, at 758–59.
66. See WILLIAM PENUEL ET AL., Making the Most of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA): Helping States Focus
on
School
Equity,
Quality,
and
Climate,
NAT’L
EDUC
POLICY
CTR.
(Nov.
2016)
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED578780.pdf; Egalite et al., supra note 12, at 758–59; BROWN ET AL., supra note 52, at 12;
DARLING-HAMMOND ET AL., supra note 13, at 2.
67. See Black, supra note 10, at 1312.
68. See Egalite et al., supra note 12, at 758.
69. See DARLING-HAMMOND ET AL., supra note 13 at 1; Egalite et al., supra note 12, at 767; BROWN ET AL., supra
note 52 at 16; MATHIS & TRUJILLO, supra note 9, at 12–13.
70. See Egalite et al., supra note 12, at 766–67.
71. See Adler-Greene, supra note 13, at 16; BROWN, ET AL., supra note 52; MATHIS & TRUJILLO, supra note 9, at
6.
72. See RANJANA DAMLE, ET AL., ESSA PHASE II STAKEHOLDER FEEDBACK REPORT 1 (Univ. of New Mexico Ctr.
for Educ. Policy Research ed., 2017), http://learningalliancenm.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/ESSA-FeedbackReport-Final.pdf.
73. See CHAD ALDEMAN ET AL., AN INDEPENDENT REVIEW OF ESSA STATE PLANS 1 (Bellwether Educ. Partners
ed., 2017), https://bellwethereducation.org/sites/default/files/Bellwether_ESSAReview_ExecSumm_ 1217_Final.pdf.
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Under ESSA, states can also include non-test-based factors into school accountability measures,
such as school climate, attendance, and access to advanced placement coursework. 74 The policy
also requires states to provide interventions for struggling schools, 75 instead of sanctions.
Although ESSA does not eliminate the threat of school closure or state takeover, it allows states
to put plans in place to support these schools-and the federal government cannot mandate how
the support looks.76 States submitted their accountability plans to the Department of Education,
and plan implementation began in the 2017–2018 school year. 77
Since ESSA is still relatively new (in its third year of implementation), it has been difficult
to find research on the effectiveness or outcomes of the policy. When researching ESSA, we found
literature that analyzes the policy and its provisions78, compare it to previous education policy79,
and express hope about the policy’s potential effects.80 The inclusion of improved English
language acquisition in the policy suggests that ESSA will make good on its promise of equity for
minority students.81 The policy’s provisions for the development of assessments with input from
community stakeholders elicits hope that new accountability measures will be more equitable for
vulnerable children.82 There is also hope that ESSA will facilitate more equitable distribution of
Title 1 funds and strengthen its supplement, not supplant provision.83 If states depart from NCLB’s
accountability norms and take advantage of the opportunity to create more flexible accountability
measures and consider all factors that impact student success, it is possible that ESSA can make
room for LEA’s to advocate for equity.84
Although there is hope that ESSA will result in more equitable practices, there is also doubt
and criticism of the policy. Analysis of individual state plans reveals that ESSA, for all its good
intentions, is still a primarily test-based policy.85 Questions quickly arise about whether student
learning is front and center in state plans, since most still use assessment as the primary indicator

74. See id.
75. See Alyson Klein, Vulnerable Students: Equity and Excellence ESSA Report Cards, EDUCATION WEEK (Apr.
16, 2019) https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2019/04/17/vulnerable-students.html.
76. See Egalite et al., supra note 12, at 759–60.
77. See ALDEMAN ET AL., supra note 73.

78. Kimberly Jenkins Robinson, Restructuring the Elementary and Secondary Education Act's Approach to
Equity, Minnesota Law Review, 103 (2018). Common Core Standards are a set of academic standards developed by
assessment specialists and educators in response to requests from governors and state departments of education. The
adoption of these stringent standards resulted in more schools failing to meet NCLB’s accountability requirements.
79. Robinson, supra note 76.
80. Maria Ferguson, Still Trying to Get Equity Right, 98 The Phi Delta Kappan 74 (2016); Mathis & Trujilo,
supra note 14; Adler-Greene, supra note 13; Heise, supra note 5.
81. See Adler-Greene, supra note 13.
82. See Sampson & Horsford, supra note 14.
83. See Ferguson, supra note 63.
84. See Shaneka M. Williams & Richard O. Welsh, ESSA and School Improvement: Principal Preparation and
Professional Development in a New Era of Education Policy, 27 J. OF SCH. LEADERSHIP 701, 718 (2017); El Moussaoui,
supra note 16; Sampson & Horsford, supra note 14; Black, supra note 10; BROWN ET AL., supra note 52; MATHIS &
TRUJILLO, supra note 9.
85. See FREDERICK M. HESS & MAX EDEN, THE EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT (ESSA): WHAT IT MEANS FOR
SCHOOLS, SYSTEMS, AND STATES (2017); Egalite, et al., supra note 12; Black, supra note 10; ALDEMAN, ET AL., supra note
73.
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of student success.86 A 2017 review of the initial state plans and characterizes them as mostly
uncreative, unambitious, unclear, or unfinished.87 States’ failure to depart from high-stakes testing
is attributed to a lack of clear guidance around accountability, 88 no clear definitions of equity,89
and no specific means by which to enforce equitable practices. 90 This abrupt release of federal
government control back to the states has the potential to undermine ESSA’s promises of equity91
because policy makers have “a lack of knowledge and understanding of the issues that students,
advocates and teachers face on a daily basis.”92
Analysis of ESSA state plans and RTTT applications identifies the equitable distribution of
qualified teachers as barrier for equity.93 Shifts in the definition of teacher quality contributes to
the problem. RTTT allowed states to focus on evaluations and student test scores rather than
teacher credentials,94 facilitating the expansion of alternative teacher certification programs,95
which affected the distribution of effective teachers. RTTT awardees won grants by promising to
link teacher effectiveness to student test scores.96 For example, Tennessee, one of the first-round
RTTT awardees, was chosen because their application included a value-added measure of teacher
effectiveness in which test scores were heavily weighted.97 Only half to the RTTT awardees
allotted a significant portion of their grant budgets (between 4% and 14%) to equitable distribution
of effective teachers.98 This lack of commitment to equitable distribution of teachers speaks to the
level of commitment to equity in the RTTT program. Equity cannot be attained if policy does not
contain provisions for the equitable distribution of teachers.
IV. ANALYSIS OF KEY TERMS
In the first part of the analysis, ESSA state plans were searched for the key terms: equity,
discipline, urban/urban schools, and accountability. The number of times the term is mentioned is
noted.99 Next, the analysis identifies any emerging themes that develop around the term (i.e.,
whether the term is mentioned in the same context in many of the state plans). Finally, any other
notable discoveries are described if they lend themselves to the discussion of equity. In the second
part of the analysis, the RTTT plans are analyzed in the same way. Additionally, the second part
86. See NATASHA USHOMIRSKY ET AL., TRENDS IN STATE ESSA PLANS: EQUITY ADVOCATES STILL HAVE WORK TO
DO 4 (The Educ. Trust ed, 2017), https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED587197.pdf.
87. See ALDEMAN ET AL., supra note 73, at 2.
88. See MATHIS & TRUJILLO, supra note 14 at 3–4.
89. See Adler-Greene, supra note 13
90. See Black, supra note 10.
91. See Peter Piazza, Antidote or Antagonist? The Role of Education Reform Advocacy Organizations in Educational
Policymaking 60 CRITICAL STUDIES IN EDUC. 302 (2019); Black, supra note 10.
92. Adler-Greene, supra note 13, at 22.
93. See generally Saultz et al., supra note 16.
94. See generally id.
95. See generally id.
96. See generally id.
97. See Charisse A. Gulosino, Evaluating the Tennessee Higher Education Commission’s Report Card on Valueadded Estimates of Teacher Preparation Programs 26 EDUC. POLICY ANALYSIS ARCHIVES 1, 1–2 (2018).
98. See Saultz et al, supra note 16, at 658.
99. Part of Corpus Linguistics is the quantitative measure of a word or group of words. The frequency with which a
term is mentioned enables analysis of how the term is prioritized. Gerlinde Mautner. Checks and balances: How corpus
linguistics can contribute to CDA, Methods of critical discourse studies 3 (2016).
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of the analysis examines how the frequency and emerging themes align to the same factors in each
state’s ESSA plan.
A. ESSA State Plans
In the state ESSA plans, our analysis revealed several commonalities among states with
respect to the search terms. There was consistency among the states as to which term was
mentioned most, and which term was mentioned least. Table 1 above shows the number of times
each search term (or a close derivative) was mentioned in each document. In addition to the
frequency, the analysis revealed thematic trends among the search terms. The discussion will
focus on each term separately.
1. Equity
Every state mentions the term equity at least once in its ESSA plan. Tennessee mentions
equity the most, with 82 mentions, while Florida’s plan mentions equity only 8 times. Most state
plans mention equity between 20–35 times (Georgia, Hawaii, Maryland, Massachusetts, North
Carolina, and Ohio); New York’s plan has fifty-seven equity mentions; and DC and Rhode Island
plans have less than fifteen mentions. Regardless of the frequency of mentions, there are two
common themes that emerged among state plans with respect to equity: equitable distribution of
effective teachers and achievement gaps.100
All state plans indicate that equitable distribution of effective teachers is a problem.101 The
plans point to several factors that contribute to the issue. First, problematic hiring processes, such
as late teacher placements and difficulty in removing ineffective teachers, 102 make it difficult to
ensure the equitable distribution of effective teachers. Next, lack of new teacher support for
teachers in hard-to-fill schools103 contributes to high turnover in schools with the most need.
Finally lack of teacher development at every career stage contributes to the lack of effective
teachers because teachers do not grow and improve.104 State plans recognize the disparate
distribution of ineffective teachers in high-poverty schools and urban areas. For example, Rhode
Island’s plan specifically pledges to address the fact that high poverty and high minority schools
are more likely to have inexperienced teachers, leaders, and support staff.105 Massachusetts’s state
plan captures the problem in a root cause analysis that identifies three reasons for the teacher equity
100. See David S. Knight, Are School Districts Allocating Resources Equitably? The Every Student Succeeds Act,
Teacher Experience Gaps, and Equitable Resource Allocation, 33 EDUC. POLICY 615, 618-22 (2019).
101. Teacher effectiveness is measured by the teacher’s ability to raise reading and math scores. See Brian A. Jacob
& Lars Lefgren, Can Principals Identify Effective Teachers? Evidence on Subjective Performance Evaluation in Education,
26 J. OF LABOR ECON. 101, 101–36 (2008).
102. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., STATE TEMPLATE FOR THE CONSOLIDATED STATE PLAN UNDER THE EVERY STUDENT
SUCCEEDS ACT DELAWARE STATE ESSA PLAN, 90 (2019), [hereinafter DEL. STATE ESSA PLAN],
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/deconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf.
103. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., HAWAII CONSOLIDATED STATE PLAN, 88 (2017), [hereinafter HAW. STATE ESSA
PLAN], https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/hiconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf.
104. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., EDUCATING GEORGIA’S FUTURE: GEORGIA’S STATE PLAN FOR THE EVERY STUDENT
SUCCEEDS
ACT,
72
(2017),
[hereinafter
GA.
STATE
ESSA
PLAN],
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/gaconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf.
105. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., RHODE ISLAND’S EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT STATE PLAN, 60 (2018) [hereinafter
R.I. STATE ESSA PLAN], https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/riconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf.
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problem: the experience gap, the preparation gap, and the effectiveness gap. 106 Its plan also
specifically discusses an initiative to address equity gaps in the teaching of English Language
Learners.107
While all plans acknowledge educator equity as an issue, many do not outline a clear plan
for addressing the problem. Rhode Island’s plan includes data reporting on five educator equity
categories: inexperienced teacher, inexperienced building administrator, out of field teacher,
ineffective teacher, and chronically absent teacher.108 Ohio’s plan calls for steps to address the
educator equity issue in four areas: educator preparation, hiring and deployment, teaching and
learning (for teachers), and data use and access.109 Other state plans make mention of teacher
recruitment and retention practices as a root cause of education inequity as well. North Carolina110,
Georgia111, Hawaii112, Massachusetts113, New York114, and Tennessee115 also communicate the
need for strengthened recruitment, retention, and support in order to facilitate a more equitable
distribution of teachers; however, none provide a definitive plan.
Another theme that emerged was equity in educational attainment. Many plans discuss
equity in terms of achievement gaps for the ESSA subgroups, including black students. Hawaii’s
plan proposes the construction of an Equity Support Team to support LEAs in improving outcomes
for subgroups,116 Georgia’s plan promises an online Equity Dashboard at the Department of
Education (“DOE”) level to support LEA’s,117 and Ohio’s plan presents the concept of Equity Labs
comprised of stakeholder teams that will collaborate with LEA personnel to provide professional
development, data analysis support, and root cause analysis.118

106. See U.S. DEP’T. OF EDUC., MASSACHUSETTS: CONSOLIDATED STATE PLAN UNDER THE EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS
ACT,
78
(2017)
[hereinafter
MASS.
STATE
ESSA
PLAN],
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/maconsolidatedstateplan.pdf.
107. See id. at 41.
108. See R.I. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 103, at 61.
109. See U.S. DEP’T. OF EDUC., OHIO: REVISED STATE TEMPLATE FOR THE CONSOLIDATED STATE PLAN, THE
ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY EDUCATION ACT OF 1965, AS AMENDED BY THE EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT 57 (2017)
[hereinafter
OHIO
STATE
ESSA
PLAN],
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/ohconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf.
110. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC. & N.C. DEP’T OF PUB. INSTRUCTION, CONSOLIDATED STATE PLAN, 80 (2017) [hereinafter
N.C. STATE ESSA PLAN], https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/ncconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf.
111. See GA. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 102, at 72.
112. See HAW. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 101, at 96.
113. See MASS. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 104, at 79.
114. See U.S. DEP’T. OF EDUC., NEW YORK: THE ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY EDUCATION ACT OF 1965, AS
AMENDED BY THE EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT 6 (2018) [hereinafter N.Y. STATE ESSA PLAN],
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/nyconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf.
115. See U.S. DEP’T. OF EDUC., TENNESSEE: EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT: BUILDING ON SUCCESS IN TENNESSEE
240
(2018)
[hereinafter
TN
STATE
ESSA
PLAN],
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/tnessastateplan122018.pdf.
116. See HAW. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 110, at 59.
117. See GA. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 102, at 82.
118. See OHIO STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 107, at 83.
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2. Discipline
Some states outline plans to shift to restorative discipline practices through Positive
Behavior Interventions and Supports (“PBIS”) or Response to Intervention-Behavior.119 For
example, to support this shift, Tennessee’s plan promises that the State DOE will maintain a
comprehensive school discipline website with resources to help LEAs and schools replace
exclusionary discipline with restorative practices.120 Some state plans indicate an awareness of
the impact of exclusionary discipline on chronic absenteeism and student achievement.121 For
example, Massachusetts’s plan requires reporting of students who are chronically absent due to
discipline; Florida’s plan calls for LEAs to analyze discipline data to support improved student
outcomes and captures discipline data as a part of progress monitoring for turnaround schools.122
Ohio’s plan includes a review of discipline practices that remove students with disabilities from
classroom instruction.123
3. Urban/Urban Schools124
Of the four search terms, “urban” has the fewest mentions in the ESSA state plans.
Numbers range from seventeen at the high end (Massachusetts) to zero mentions (Delaware and
Florida). Of the states with the most mentions—Massachusetts, Tennessee, New York, and DC—
the mentions revolve around the different challenges faced by urban and rural school districts. DC
makes specific reference to its unique geographic makeup of 100% urban schools and recognizes
that historically, urban districts lag in achievement.125 Massachusetts presents several initiatives
to combat this urban lag: The America’s Promise Grant for urban districts;126 the Urban Leaders’
Network for wraparound services in urban districts;127 and Urban ELL coordinators.128
Massachusetts’s plan also connects teacher hiring practices in urban areas to the equity gap.129
119. See TN STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 113, at 183.; U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC. & D.C. STATE BD. OF EDUC., DISTRICT
COLUMBIA REVISED STATE TEMPLATE FOR THE CONSOLIDATED STATE PLAN, 42 (2017) [hereinafter D.C. STATE ESSA
PLAN], https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/dcconsolidatedstateplan.pdf; See GA. STATE ESSA PLAN,
supra note 102, at 55; U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., MARYLAND EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT (ESSA) CONSOLIDATED STATE
PLAN,
51
(2018)
[hereinafter
MD.
STATE
ESSA
PLAN],
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/mdconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf ; N.Y. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra
note 112, at 117; N.C. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 108, at 117; OHIO STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 107, at 63; R.I.
STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 103, at 64.
120. See TN STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 113, at 183.
121. See TN STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 113, at 183; OHIO STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 107, at 37; MASS. STATE
ESSA PLAN, supra note 104, at 87.
122. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT (ESSA) STATE PLAN, 27 (2018) [herinafter FLA. STATE
ESSA PLAN], https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/flconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf.
123. See OHIO STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 107, at 63.
124. It is important to note that for some of the states that have one or two mentions of urban or urban schools, the
mentions are merely the names of community stakeholders that were consulted in the planning process—i.e., the Baltimore
Urban League or the Charlotte Urban Institute. There is no specific explanation of the input provided by these organizations.
125. See D.C. ESSA PLAN, supra note 117, at 38.
126. See MASS. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 104, at 87.
127. See id. at 92.
128. See id. at 118.
129. See id. at 78.
OF
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Tennessee’s plan underscores this connection by proposing teacher residency programs to promote
diversity in urban school districts.130 New York’s plan also makes this connection, proposing the
creation of pilot programs for the recruitment and selection of “teachers who are committed to and
appreciate the needs of urban and rural school communities.”131
4. Accountability
The accountability search term was by far the most frequently mentioned of the four, with
thirty-nine mentions on the low end (Florida) and 296 mentions on the high end (Tennessee). All
state plans discuss a detailed accountability plan that includes achievement and growth measures
based on standardized test scores, school culture and climate measures, graduation rates, and the
federally required subgroups:
 All students;
 American Indian/Alaskan Native;
 Asian/Pacific Islander;
 Black, Non-Hispanic;
 Multiracial;
 White, Non-Hispanic;
 Economically Disadvantaged;
 Students with Disabilities;
 English Learners.132
Some state plans include additional subgroups or alternative subgroup configurations. For
example, Florida’s plan includes the lowest-performing 25% in ELA and math as an additional
subgroup.133 Hawaii subgroups are unique due to the ethnic makeup of the state including Native
Hawaiian, Filipino, and Pacific Islander as subgroups.134 Ohio includes gifted students as a
separate subgroup.135 Per ESSA requirements, states must specify the minimum number of
students in a subgroup in order for that subgroup to be reported in the school’s accountability
measure.136 The minimum numbers range from ten to thirty. Several state plans also discuss
collecting data for some groups for reporting purposes only, not accountability. For example,
Ohio’s plan reports growth and achievement data on students in foster care, military dependents,
adjudicated youth, and homeless students.137 Delaware’s plan also reports data on homeless, foster
care, and military dependent students.138 Ohio also includes a gifted subgroup in a separate
achievement indicator, as well as a separate graded Value-Added Measure.139 Maryland’s plan
states an intention to add gifted students to the accountability measure as well.140

130.
131.
132.
133.
134.
135.
136.
137.
138.
139.
140.

See TENN. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 113, at 271.
N.Y. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 112, at 153.
See Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) Pub. L No. 114-95 §1111(c), 129 Stat. 1802, 1834-38 (2015).
See FLA. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 120, at 9.
See HAW. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 110, at 27.
See OHIO STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 107, at 29.
ESSA §1111(c)(3)(A)(i).
See OHIO STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 107, at 13.
See DEL. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 100, at 44.
See OHIO STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 107, at 12.
See MD. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 117, at 10.
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In addition to standardized test growth and achievement, many of the state plans include
language that indicates a desire to shift from accountability measures as punitive, using them
instead as the basis for broader systems of support for struggling schools. The term differentiated
accountability is used in some state plans to describe this system of supports. Ohio, Delaware,
Florida, and New York plans all reference a system of differentiated accountability or
differentiated supports that will be implemented to support struggling schools.141 Georgia’s plan
indicates a shift in the accountability mindset as well:
Recently, the culture of the Georgia Department of Education (GaDOE) began the
shift from one rooted in compliance to a more balanced approach that is focused on
closing the achievement gap through high-quality service and support with a
powerful focus on pinpointing what impacts schools and what are barriers to
academic success.142
This does not mean, however, that all states are ready to do away with high-stakes testing
as the cornerstone of accountability. Massachusetts’s state plan makes it clear that “[i]n our
proposed new accountability system, student achievement and growth and graduation data remain
core measures of school and district results.”143
Other commonalities among state plans with respect to accountability include
accountability in teacher/principal preparation programs, charter school accountability, and ninth
grade on-track measures. Overall, this analysis reveals little innovation in state accountability
plans. This is consistent with prior analysis of ESSA State plans, which reveals a “continued shift
towards normative accountability systems.”144 Stakeholder feedback on the state plans expresses
sentiment that accountability should shift away from testing and focus more on teaching and
learning.145
Table 1-ESSA State Plan Search Term Frequency
State
Equity
Discipline
Urban
Accountability
District of
Columbia
Delaware

11 mentions

2 mentions

5 mentions

90 Mentions

49 mentions

8 mentions

0 mentions

100 mentions

Florida

8 mentions (6
equitable)

13 mentions

0 mentions

39 mentions

Georgia

26 mentions

8 mentions (5
disciplinary)

2 mentions

72 mentions

Hawaii

35 mentions

3 mentions

1 mention

122 mentions

Maryland

23 mentions

5 mentions

2 mentions

98 mentions

141. See OHIO STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 107, at 54; DEL. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 100, at 64; FLA. STATE
ESSA PLAN, supra note 120, at 56; N.Y. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 112, at 79.
142. MASS. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 104, at 48.
143. Id. at 24.
144. ALDEMAN ET AL., supra note 73 at 6.
145. See DAMLE ET AL., supra note 72.
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Table 1 Continued
Massachusetts 26 mentions

5 mentions

17 mentions

138 mentions

New York

57 mentions

9 mentions

6 mentions

125 mentions

North
Carolina
Ohio

20 mentions

12 mentions

2 mentions

99 mentions

23 mentions

17 mentions

5 mentions

73 mentions

Rhode Island

10 mentions

2 mentions

55 mentions

Tennessee

82 mentions

6 mentions (3
disciplinary)
24 mentions

14 mentions

296 mentions

B. RTTT Applications
Analysis of the Race to the Top Applications yielded similar results with respect to the
frequency or infrequency of search terms and common themes. Table 2 outlines the frequency of
mention for each search term or its close derivatives. The analysis captured thematic trends among
the RTTT applications for each search term. As with the ESSA plans, each search term will be
discussed separately in the next sections.
1. Equity
In the RTTT applications, equity is mentioned less frequently than it is mentioned in state
ESSA plans. Again, Tennessee mentions equity most frequently (sixteen times) in its application,
and Ohio mentions equity sixteen times as well. Massachusetts only mentions equity once;
Florida, twice; and Georgia, three times. New York and D.C. fall in the middle with eight
mentions. It is important to note that in the analysis of the term equity, it was necessary to include
the term “equitable” to get a clear picture of the themes around this concept. As is the case in the
state ESSA plans, inequitable distribution of high-quality teachers is the common theme among
the RTTT applications. In the applications, states discussed strategies that were already in place
and strategies they planned to implement in the future to combat effective teacher inequities.146
Ohio’s application promises to improve its Teacher Distribution Data Analysis Tool to identify
patterns of inequity and develop equity plans.147 Tennessee’s application identifies the six districts
in the state with the largest teacher inequities and outlines initiatives in those districts aimed at
improving teacher effectiveness—such as the Memphis Teacher Effectiveness Initiative.148
Massachusetts outlined plans to create positions at the state level to oversee recruitment and
equitable distribution initiatives.
146. CITE NEEDED.
147. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., OHIO: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010), at D-3 [herinafter OHIO
STATE RTTT APPLICATION], https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-applications/ohio.pdf.
148. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., TENNESSEE: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010), at 84 [herinafter
TENN. STATE RTTT APPLICATION], https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase1-applications/tennessee.pdf.
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In the RTTT applications, equitable distribution of funding and resources emerged as a
common theme. Rhode Island’s application notes that the state provides approximately $2,850
more per pupil in state funding to the highest-need LEAs.149 Maryland’s application proposes a
wealth-equalization plan to ensure that “per-pupil State aid in less-wealthy jurisdictions is greater
than per-pupil State aid in wealthier jurisdictions.”150 Hawaii’s application also speaks to the
concept of wealth-equalization in its discussion of horizontal equity,151 a process of allocating
school funding from the State General fund rather than relying on county taxes or property taxes.
This plan outlines a weighted formula designed to ensure equitable allocation of funding based on
student needs. Inside the theme of equitable funding, a sub-theme of charter school funding was
identified. DC, Georgia, Florida, Maryland, and Rhode Island all discuss ensuring equitable
funding of charter schools in addition to traditional public schools.152
In addition to equitable distribution of teachers, funding, and resources, equity in terms of
achievement gaps was mentioned in two applications.153 Two state applications had unique
inclusions in their equity mentions that are worth noting. North Carolina’s application discusses
the challenges with access to STEM courses as a barrier to equity for students in high-needs
schools.154 Florida’s plan specifically outlines equitable funding for students who are in the state’s
Department of Juvenile Justice.155
2. Discipline
In the RTTT applications, the discussion of discipline is less frequent than in the ESSA
plans—even when expanding to include “disciplinary” to the search. The number of mentions in
the Maryland application is the highest at fourteen. Two state applications—Massachusetts,156
and Tennessee157—mention discipline only once, and in the case of Massachusetts, the single
149. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., RHODE ISLAND: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010), at F-3 [herinafter
R.I. STATE RTTT APPLICATION], https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-applications/appendixes/rhodeisland.pdf.
150. U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., MARYLAND: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010), at 277 [hereinafter MD.
STATE RTTT APPLICATION], https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-applications/maryland.pdf.
151. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., HAWAII: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010), at 180 [hereinafter HAW.
STATE RTTT APPLICATION], https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-applications/hawaii.pdf.
152. See generally U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., MASSACHUSETTS: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010)
[hereinafter
MASS.
STATE
RTTT
APPLICATION],
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2applications/massachusetts.pdf; U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES
(2010) [hereinafter D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION], https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2applications/district-of-columbia.pdf; U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., GEORGIA: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010)
[hereinafter GA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION], https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-applications/georgia.pdf;
MARYLAND: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES, supra note 148, at 275; RHODE ISLAND: RACE TO THE TOP
APPLICATION ASSURANCES, supra note 147, at F-16.
153. See HAW. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 149, at 6; D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 149 at,
163.
154. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., NORTH CAROLINA: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010), at 150–51
[herinafter N.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION], https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-applications/northcarolina.pdf.NC State RTTT.
155. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., FLORIDA: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010), at 56 [hereinafter FLA.
STATE RTTT APPLICATION], https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-applications/florida.pdf.
156. See MASS. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 94–95.
157. See TENN. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 146, at 10.
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mention is in reference to the STEM disciplines.158 One of Georgia’s two mentions also references
the STEM disciplines,159 and all four of Florida’s uses of the term refer to content disciplines,160
as do North Carolina’s two mentions.161 One of Ohio’s mentions refers to STEM disciplines;162
the other refers to financial discipline.163
In contrast to the ESSA plan, there is no mention of exclusionary discipline practices or
the overuse thereof. In its discussion of discipline, Maryland’s application outlines the state’s use
of funds to support PBIS programs, and a professional development program that offers training
in classroom management, de-escalation skills, and cooperative discipline.164 The program also
offers behavior management training for families. In addition, Maryland’s plan mentions an
innovative residential public boarding school for at risk youth, where chronic discipline is one of
the four criteria for attendance.165
Other state mentions of discipline do so in reference to tracking discipline data, either for
accountability purposes or to identify at-risk students (DC166, Delaware167, Hawaii168, New
York169, Rhode Island170, and Tennessee171). Other notable discussions of discipline include:
Rhode Island’s application states that teachers should use engaging instruction as a strategy to
lessen disciplinary issues;172 Ohio’s plan mentions charter school compliance with disciplinary
interventions;173 DC’s school turnaround plan strategy to stabilize cultural factors such as
discipline in the first year;174 and Georgia’s Pre-K to Kindergarten transition support for parents
that includes discipline training.175

158. See MASS. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 94–95.
159. See GA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 130, 150–51, 169, 176, 196–97, 199-201.
160. See FLA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 153, at 98, 169, 174, 179, 214–16, 218–19, 253–57, 273–75,
304–05, 333–34, 336, 340, 342.
161. See N.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 152, at 165, 188, 208, 210, 221–24, 226–27, 242–43, 249–55.
162. See OHIO STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 145, at C1-2, C2-7, C3-4, C3-9, D3-5.
163. See id. at A2-10.
164. See MD. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at 55.
165. See id. at 296–97. The other criteria for the boarding school are: living in poverty; chronic absenteeism; not
proficient in reading or math; having a disability; single-parent household; or having a family member in prison. Id. at 300.
166. See D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 83, 155, 183, 197.
167. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., DELAWARE: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010), at C-27, P-1–5
[hereinafter
DEL.
STATE
RTTT
APPLICATION],
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase1applications/delaware.pdf.
168. See HAW. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 149, at 207
169. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., NEW YORK: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010), at 111 [hereinafter
N.Y. STATE RTTT APPLICATION], https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-applications/new-york.pdf.
170. See R.I. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at C-23.
171. See TENN. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 146, at 153.
172. See R.I. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at E-25. Research supports the idea that when students are
engaged in academic activities, there are fewer behavior issues that require disciplinary action. Kathleen Lynne Lane et al.,
Instructional Choice: An Effective, Efficient, Low-Intensity Strategy to Support Student Success, 27(3) BEYOND BEHAV. 160,
162 (2018); Kristine Jolivette et al., Making Choices–Improving Behavior–Engaging in Learning, 34 TEACHING
EXCEPTIONAL CHILD. 24, 25 (2002).
173. See OHIO STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 145, at F 2-2.
174. See D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 140.
175. See GA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 192.
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3. Urban/Urban Schools
In the discussion of urban schools, the analysis of RTTT applications reveals the biggest
departure from the ESSA plans. The terms “urban” and “urban schools” appeared more times than
“equity” or “discipline,” and there was a wide disparity among application mentions. Rhode
Island’s application contained 48 mentions,176 in stark contrast to only two mentions in its ESSA
plan.177 Delaware’s RTTT application178 has the fewest mentions of “urban.” This is consistent
with Delaware’s ESSA plan, which also had the fewest mentions of the term.179 Massachusetts’s
ESSA plan mentioned “urban” more than the other ESSA plans, 180 but the mentions of the term
in its RTTT application falls in the middle of the pack.181
Rhode Island’s frequent discussion of urban schooling centers around initiatives aimed at
supporting urban communities within the state—namely Providence, Pawtucket, Woonsocket, and
Central Falls.182 The application characterizes Rhode Island as having the second highest
population density in the country.183 While the application does not give population density
numbers, it does state the saturation of minority and economically disadvantaged students in its
most heavily populated areas.184 For example, the application describes Central Falls as “a city of
one square mile with a student population that is 70% Hispanic and 75% eligible for free- and
reduced-price lunch”.185 The plan mentions an Urban Education Task Force that was in place
ahead of the RTTT application to create policy aimed at fortifying educational opportunities in
urban areas like Central Falls.186 Examples of urban initiatives discussed include: establishment
of high-performing charter schools in the urban areas; an urban Pre-K program; deployment of
The New Teacher Project in the four previously named urban areas; and a state DOE focus on
supporting high-poverty urban districts within the state.187
For other states, the discussion of urban schools revolves around a theme of the challenges
each state faces with schools in urban areas. DC’s application describes its unique position as a
100% urban district, the District’s ambitious goals for reading and math achievement on the
National Assessment of Educational Progress, and its pledge to become “the nation’s first urban
education system to fully eliminate the achievement gap.”188 Hawaii’s application describes the
contrasting nature of its “dense urban areas characterized by concentrated poverty and its
accompanying social and educational impacts” and its rural communities with “schools in some
of the wealthiest areas of the country.”189 Georgia’s application also describes the state’s diverse

176.
177.
178.
179.
180.
181.
182.
183.
184.
185.
186.
187.
188.
189.

See generally R.I. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148
See generally R.I. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 103.
See DEL. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 165, at A-35.
See generally DEL. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 100.
See generally MASS. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 104.
See MASS. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150. See Table 3 for a side-by side comparison of the mentions.
See R.I. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at F-8.
See id. at A-13.
See id. at A-13.
Id. at A-13.
See id. at A-39.
See id. at D-3.
D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 21.
HAW. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 149, at 4.
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mix of urban and rural areas and the challenges of declining urban school enrollment. 190 New
York’s application describes similar challenges,191 as does Maryland’s;192 both states identify large
urban districts as the location of the majority of low-performing schools. In fact, much of the
discussion around urban schools includes high-poverty, high-minority, and low-performing
schools in the same breath. D.C.,193 Florida,194 Hawaii,195 Maryland,196 Massachusetts,197 North
Carolina,198 Ohio,199 Rhode Island,200 and Tennessee201 applications discuss urban schools in
tandem with high-poverty schools, high-minority schools, low-performing schools, or a
combination of the three. These plans also outline strategies to support urban districts, including:
(a) improving equitable distribution of teachers, (b) granting funds for programs aimed at
increasing math and reading scores in urban districts, and (c) partnering with colleges and outside
agencies to recruit and prepare highly qualified teachers in urban areas. The only application that
does not discuss challenges in urban schools is Delaware,202 where the single mention of the word
“urban” is a reference to the Wilmington Urban League as a stakeholder in the state education
system.
4. Accountability
Just like the state ESSA plans, the state RTTT applications mention accountability with the
most frequency. At the low end, DC’s twenty-seven mentions almost exceeds the number of times
it mentions the other terms combined.203 Maryland, whose application led in discipline mentions,
also leads in accountability mentions, with 113.204 New York’s plan is second with ninety-three,205
and Ohio’s plan has eighty-six mentions.206 The heavy accountability discussion in the application
centers around two common themes: student growth and achievement and charter school
accountability.207 Other discussion around accountability was not thematic across a majority of
the plans, but those that are worth mentioning will be discussed later in this section.
Many of the applications discuss their current measures for accountability through student
growth and achievement, primarily using standardized test scores. Some states, like Delaware,208
190.
191.
192.
193.
194.
195.
196.
197.
198.
199.
200.
201.
202.
203.
204.
205.
206.
207.
208.

See GA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 24.
See N.Y. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 167, at 218.
See MD. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at 5.
See D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 21; 117.
See FLA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 153, at 222.
See HAW. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 149, at 4.
See MD. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at 13.
See MASS. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 126.
See N.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 152, at 160.
See OHIO STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 145, at E 2-7.
See R.I. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at D-4.
See TENN. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 146, at 107
See DEL. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 100, at A-35.
See D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150.
See MD. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148.
See N.Y. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 167.
See OHIO STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 145.
See id.
See DEL. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 100, at E-22
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advance the notion that accountability based on test scores is the best way to identify the schools
in most need of intervention (turnaround). Again, the term “differentiated accountability” is used
to signal states’ intentions to implement a system of supports and accountability for schools that
consistently fall short of student growth and achievement goals. Florida,209 DC,210 Delaware,211
Georgia,212 Hawaii,213 Ohio,214 Rhode Island,215 and Tennessee216 applications all detail some type
of plan to intervene in schools and districts that struggle to meet student growth and accountability
measures. The plans are typically multi-year processes with layers of support for schools such as
additional funding, teacher and principal development/recruitment, and curriculum initiatives. All
the state plans include school closure as an option for consistently underperforming schools under
the turnaround/differentiated support model.
Student growth and achievement measures are also tied to teacher accountability through
value-added measures.217 Several state plans (D.C.,218 Delaware,219 Hawaii,220 Florida,221
Georgia,222 Maryland,223 North Carolina,224 Tennessee,225 New York,226 Ohio,227 and Rhode
Island228) discuss an existing value-added model or outline plans to implement a value-added
model as a part of teacher accountability. Subgroups were also referenced as part of student growth
and achievement measures. Florida’s application presents the idea that subgroup accountability
must be a focus for education reform as well as whole group accountability.229 Georgia,230 North
Carolina,231 New York,232 and Tennessee233 applications also mention subgroup accountability as
a part of their education reform plans.
209. See FLA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 153, at 225.
210. See D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 5.
211. See DEL. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 100, at A-4.
212. See GA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 56.
213. See HAW. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 149, at 37.
214. See OHIO STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 145, at A 1-3.
215. See R.I. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at E-2.
216. See TENN. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 146, at 119.
217. See generally Charisse A. Gulosino, Evaluating the Tennessee Higher Education Commission’s Report Card on
Value-added Estimates of Teacher Preparation Programs, 26 EDUCATION POLICY ANALYSIS ARCHIVES 1 (Mar.12, 2017)
(Value added measures use data from standardized tests to estimate the effect that a teacher has on a student’s educational
progress).
218. See D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 91.
219. See DEL. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 100, at D-12
220. See HAW. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 149, at 107.
221. See FLA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 153, at 118.
222. See GA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 89.
223. See MD. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at 490.
224. See N.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 152, at 33.
225. See TENN. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 146, at 124.
226. See N.Y. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 167, at 6.
227. See OHIO STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 145, at C 2-3.
228. See R.I. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at D-12.
229. See FLA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 153, at 12.
230. See GA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 48.
231. See N.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 152, at 36.
232. See N.Y. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 167, at 65.
233. See TENN. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 146, at 20.
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Discussion of charter school accountability arises because it is a question on the RTTT
application; therefore, all plans include a description of the process for charter school application,
authorization, oversight, and accountability. D.C.’s application discusses the state’s Performance
Management Framework for charter school management and support.234 In addition to the basic
descriptions, some applications discuss charter schools as a part of the turnaround process: public
schools can be close and reinvented as charters. In other applications, such as Massachusetts235
and Georgia,236 the states talk of charter schools having more flexibility or funding support in
exchange for increased accountability. The hope is that the flexibility will drive charter schools
to produce innovations that improve student achievement on standardized tests.
Table 2-RTTT Application Search Term Frequency
State
District
of Columbia
Delaware

Equity
8 mentions

Discipline
4 mentions

Urban
18 mentions

Accountability
27 mentions

4 mentions

8 mentions

1 mention

27 mentions

Florida

2 mentions

4 mentions

11 mentions

76 mentions

Georgia

3 mentions

1 mention

2 mentions

57 mentions

Hawaii

10 mentions

2 mentions

2 mentions

40 mentions

Maryland

9 mentions

14 mentions

17 mentions

113 mentions

Massachusetts

1 mention

1 mention

19 mentions

39 mentions

New York

8 mentions

3 mentions

23 mentions

93 mentions

North Carolina

6 mentions

2 mentions

30 mentions

45 mentions

Ohio

16 mentions

3 mentions

17 mentions

86 mentions

Rhode Island

11 mentions

4 mentions

48 mentions

50 mentions

Tennessee

16 mentions

1 mention

14 mentions

55 mentions

234.
235.
236.

See D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 93.
See MASS. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 155.
See GA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 172.
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Table 3-Side by Side Comparison of ESSA and RTTT analysis
State

Equity
ESSA
RTTT
District of 11
8
Columbia mentions
mentions

Discipline
ESSA
RTTT
2
4
mentions
mentions

Urban
RTTT
5
18
mentions mentions

Accountability
ESSA
RTTT
90
27
mentions
mentions

Delaware

49
mentions

4
mentions

8
mentions

8
mentions

0
mentions

1 mention

100
mentions

27
mentions

Florida

8
mentions*

2
mentions

13
mentions

4
mentions

0
mentions

11
mentions

39
mentions

76
mentions

Georgia

26
mentions

3
mentions

8
mentions*

1 mention

2
mentions

2
mentions

72
mentions

57
mentions

Hawaii

35
mentions

10
mentions

3
mentions

2
mentions

1
mention

2
mentions

122
mentions

40
mentions

Maryland

23
mentions

9
mentions

5
mentions

14
mentions

2
mentions

17
mentions

98
mentions

113
mentions

Massachu
setts

26
mentions

1
mention

5
mentions

1 mention

17
mentions

19
mentions

138
mentions

39
mentions

New York

57
mentions

8
mentions

9
mentions

3
mentions

6
mentions

23
mentions

125
mentions

93
mentions

North
Carolina

20
mentions

6
mentions

12
mentions

2
mentions

2
mentions

30
mentions

99
mentions

45
mentions

Ohio

23
mentions

16
mentions

17
mentions

3
mentions

5
mentions

17
mentions

73
mentions

86
mentions

Rhode
Island

11
mentions

11
mentions

6
mentions*

4
mentions

2
mentions

48
mentions

55
mentions

50
mentions

Tennessee

16
mentions

16
mentions

24
mentions

1 mention

14
mentions

14
mentions

296
mentions

55
mentions

ESSA

V. CONCLUSION
The analysis of the ESSA plans and RTTT applications for the awardee states reveals a how
policymakers define and prioritize equity. RTTT was presented as a competitive grant program
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designed to spur innovative thinking about school improvement.237 If this is the case, then the
winning states—those that are the subject of this analysis—represent what our federal government
believes to be the best and brightest our country has to offer in the education reform arena. In
other words, those states presented ideas in their applications that satisfied those reviewing them
in the federal government. Consequently, by studying their RTTT applications and their ESSA
state plans, the nation’s educational priorities and intentions towards equitable outcomes for
subgroups, including black students, become observable. This analysis suggests that the concepts
of equity, discipline, urban schools, and accountability are prioritized in a very specific way in
American education policy.
A. How States Define the Key Terms in their ESSA Plans
In their ESSA plans, states primarily define equity in terms of access to qualified teachers
and leaders, and the achievement gap.238 The analysis of the state plans indicates that access to
highly qualified teachers is a problem in urban, low-income, and low-performing schools.239 The
ESSA plans contain root-cause analysis that identifies several factors for the inequitable
distribution of teachers and school leaders, including a disproportionate number of inexperienced
or ineffective teachers, in the aforementioned schools.240 To combat the problem, states such as
North Carolina, Georgia, Massachusetts, New York, and Tennessee call for stronger recruitment,
retention, and support strategies to reduce the disparity.241 State plans also define equity in terms
of disparate academic achievement.242 States acknowledge that there is a disparity in academic
achievement rates among schools with high-poverty populations, high-minority populations, or
both.243 Hawaii and Ohio’s plans propose the establishment of ESSA support teams to support
LEA’s in reducing the achievement gap.244 This analysis supports existing research which
acknowledges a persistent disparity in education quality for black students.245 Literature supports
the idea that inequitable access to highly effective school leaders and teachers has a negative effect
on the outcomes of minority students and students living in poverty.246 If states implement
effective strategies to ensure equitable access to the best teachers, there is an opportunity to
improve the academic achievement for black students and other subgroups in high-needs schools.
The disparate use of exclusionary discipline on students from poverty, students of color,
and students with disabilities is acknowledged in all state plans (except for Hawaii); however, not
all plans offer strategies to combat the problem. Tennessee’s plan outlines the state’s intent to
replace exclusionary discipline with restorative practices.247 Massachusetts’s plan makes a
connection between discipline and chronic absenteeism, and Ohio’s plan includes a review of
237. See
generally
U.S.
DEP’T
OF
EDUC.,
RACE
TO
THE
TOP
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-applications/index.html.
238. See supra Part I.
239. See supra Part II.
240. See supra Part II.
241. See supra Part IV.A.1.
242. See supra Part IV.A.1.
243. See supra Part IV.A.1.
244. See HAW. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 110; OHIO STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note116.
245. See Brunn-Bevel et al., supra note 22.
246. See Clotfelter et al., supra note 26; Saultz et al., supra note 26; Campoli, supra note 26.
247. See supra Part IV.A.2.

41

FUND

(2016),

exclusionary discipline use with for students with disabilities.248 Discipline policies must shift
from punitive discipline practices to restorative discipline and engagement strategies if black
students and other students of color are to have a fighting chance at equitable academic
attainment.249 The fact that the states did not provide clear policies aimed at the reduction of
exclusionary discipline means that the issue is not a true priority.
The fact that urban is the least-mentioned of the four search terms belies the challenges
states face with schools in urban areas. The DC plan calls out the fact that historically, urban
districts lag in achievement. In the analysis of the other search terms, particularly equity, it is
evident that education reformists understand that urban areas are prevalent sites of poverty and
high-minority populations, which exacerbate factors such as inequitable distribution of teachers
and resources.250 The causes and effects of low student achievement are magnified in urban
areas.251 Even when presented alongside impoverished rural areas, the state ESSA plans recognize
that urban schools present a unique set of challenges that must be addressed in unique ways.
The focus on accountability in the state ESSA plans underscores the direction that education
reform has taken since A Nation at Risk was released, painting a dire picture of the state of
education in America.252 In an attempt to shine a light on the inequities in achievement, education
reformers resorted to a system of standardized test-based measures that brought punitive
accountability for states, schools, and teachers.253 Although ESSA was hailed as a shift in
education policy, an opportunity to move away from the high stakes testing accountability of
NCLB, the fact that accountability is mentioned in one state ESSA plan (Tennessee) more times
than equity is mentioned in all of the twelve states combined supports the idea that ESSA has not
moved away from the NCLB notion of high-stakes accountability.254 Although the state plans
indicate a desire to move away from high-stakes accountability measures to a broader, more
supportive system of accountability, the accountability plans contained within ESSA demonstrate
that reformers at the state level are unsure of how to do this.255 Existing literature tells us that if
there is any hope for states to advocate for and achieve equitable outcomes for students of color
and students from poverty and urban areas, policy makers must move away from the current
accountability culture based largely on standardized test scores. 256 Instead, policy makers should
implement systems where other indicators are measured with the same weight—indicators such as
school climate and safety, teacher retention, and access to rigorous coursework.

248. See supra Part IV.A.2.
249. Mizel, et. al., supra note 28, at 102; Gregory et al., supra note 28, at 59.
250. See Frank Adamson & Linda Darling-Hammond, Funding Disparities and the Inequitable Distribution of
Teachers: Evaluating Sources and Solutions, 20 EDUC. POL’Y ANALYSIS ARCHIVES 37, 4 (2012).
251. See Walker, supra note 37 at 309.
252. See Heise, supra note 5, at 1867; DeCuir, supra note 18, at 38; Nichols et. al. supra note 3, at 3.
253. See Lauen & Gaddis, supra note 8, at 188–89.
254. See TENN. DEP’T OF EDUC., EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT: BUILDING ON SUCCESS IN TENN. (2018),
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/tnessastateplan122018.pdf; HESS & EDEN, supra note 85; Black,
supra note 10, at 1333; ALDEMAN ET AL., supra note 73, at 1; USHOMIRSKY ET AL., supra note 84, at 3.
255. See MATHIS & TRUJILLO, 2016, supra note 9, at 12.
256. El Moussaoui, supra note 82, at 410; Williams & Welsh, supra note 82, at 718, MATHIS & TRUJILLO, supra note
9, at 4.
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B. How States Define Key Terms in RTTT Applications
In the RTTT applications, equity is mentioned less than in the state ESSA plans, yet one
common theme still emerges: equitable distribution of effective teachers. RTTT applications
contained recruitment, retention, and effectiveness initiatives designed to equalize the distribution
of effective teachers, yet seven years later, the problem remained. Since the problem is addressed
in the ESSA state plans, it stands to reason that RTTT grant awardees were not successful in
combating the problem during the period between RTTT and ESSA.257 A 2017 analysis of RTTT
and ESSA indicates that this is probably because RTTT’s expansion of alternative certification
programs exacerbated the problem of inequitable effective teacher distribution.258
The analysis of RTTT applications revealed more discussion around the equitable
distribution of funding and resources than did the ESSA plans. Based on the purpose for the RTTT
applications (to receive competitive federal grants in exchange for implementing innovative
education reforms), it is likely that this focus on equitable distribution of resources was an attempt
on the part of states to demonstrate how they would effectively utilize RTTT funds to reduce the
achievement gap.
Exclusionary discipline practices are disproportionately used on black boys and girls,259 yet
in their RTTT applications, states shy away from any acknowledging the problem. Only
Maryland’s application proposes to use grant funds to support PBIS programs and PD aimed at
cooperative discipline. While several state applications outline plans to track discipline data for
accountability purposes and the identification of at-risk youth, there is no widespread
acknowledgement of the impact of low student achievement and lack of access to high quality
educators on behavior and discipline for any students, let alone black students. Rhode Island’s
application is the only one that makes any link to classroom instruction and negative behaviors.260
The discussion of urban in RTTT applications presents the biggest departure from the
discussion in the ESSA plans. Urban and urban schools appear more frequently in the RTTT
applications than did equity or discipline. The maximum number of mentions in the ESSA plans
is seventeen; in the RTTT plans, that number is almost tripled. Rhode Island, the state with the
most mentions in its RTTT application, may be using the term loosely, referring to a town whose
size is one square mile to an urban city based on the saturation of minority and economically
disadvantaged students. This characterization is telling. While neither the ESSA plans nor the
RTTT applications specifically define urban areas/cities/schools in terms of a specific
geographical size or population density, the term is frequently paired with “high-poverty” or “highminority,” indicating that these labels are proxies for urban schools, especially when used together.
Regardless of how an area is deemed as “urban,” the RTTT applications recognize that there are
equity challenges in urban schools that are different than those in rural or suburban areas. These
challenges must be addressed in different ways to improve outcomes for the students they serve.

257. For example, in 2010, Delaware won the RTTT grant, resulting in nearly $119 million in funding from the federal
stimulus package. Delaware’s Progress on Race to the Top, WHYY (Feb. 1, 2013), https://whyy.org/articles/delawaresprogress-on-race-to-the-top/. Yet, Delaware’s ESSA state plan still addresses the equitable distribution of effective teachers.
See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., STATE TEMPLATE FOR THE CONSOLIDATED STATE PLAN UNDER THE EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS
ACT 43 (2017).
258. See Saultz et al., supra note 16, at 654.
259. See Gregory et al., supra 8, at 59; Mizel et al., supra note 28, at 103
260. See R.I. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148 at D-14.
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Like the ESSA plans, the RTTT applications are saturated with mentions of accountability.
Knowing that the RTTT applications were composed in the NCLB era, it is not surprising that they
have a heavy accountability focus. The RTTT applications describe, in great detail, how states
plan to roll out (if not already in place) accountability agencies at the state level, along with
technology platforms by which they can collect, share, and evaluate accountability data.261 While
the stated intent of accountability practices in education policy is to call out persistent failure to
adequately educate black students and other subgroups, the actual implementation of
accountability practices often contribute to that failure.262
Student growth and achievement, measured by value-added computations of standardized
test scores, are the primary focus of accountability in the RTTT applications, but the theme of
differentiated accountability is present as well. This is a nod toward using accountability data in
a way that in more supportive and less punitive. Also, charter school accountability is a common
topic. Some states explain that they have granted charter schools greater operational flexibility and
the freedom to implement innovative instructional practices in exchange for stricter
accountability.263 This approach seems counterintuitive: the pressure from SEA’s to meet strict
accountability measures serves to move the focus of charter schools away from innovation.264
Even though the RTTT applications and the ESSA state plans show some desire on the part
of SEA’s to move to a more supportive accountability process, the sheer volume of accountability
discussion in the ESSA plans and RTTT applications is further evidence of the heavy
accountability focus of education policy.265 When the most innovative states in the nation—as
evidenced by their RTTT awardee status266—place accountability at the forefront of their plans to
reform public education and reduce inequities for students of color and students living in poverty,
logic dictates that the rest of the country will follow their lead. This demonstrates that the push
towards equitable practices in education reform policies is merely rhetorical.

261. See U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., ARKANSAS: RACE TO THE TOP APPLICATION ASSURANCES (2010),
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-applications/arkansas.pdf.
262. See Thompson & Allen, supra note 17, at 218; Wasserberg, supra note 41. For a list of the states’ RTTT
applications,
see
U.S.
DEP’T
OF
EDUC.,
ESSA
STATE
PLAN
SUBMISSION,
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/statesubmission.html.
263. See D.C. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 33; DEL. STATE ESSA PLAN, supra note 100, at F-9; FLA.
STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 153, at 220; GA. STATE RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 150, at 172; MD. STATE
RTTT APPLICATION, supra note 148, at 284.
264. See PAUL T. HILL, ROBIN J. LAKE & MARY BETH CELIO, CHARTER SCHOOLS AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN PUBLIC
EDUCATION 22 (2002).
265. For example, California’s ESSA plan mentions “accountability” or “accountable” 75 times. CAL. DEP’T OF
EDUC.,
CAL.
ESSA
CONSOLIDATED
ST.
PLAN
(2017),
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/caconsolidatedstateplanfinal.pdf.
266. RTTT award selection criteria included: (a) a clear reform vision; (b) a prior record of reform success; (c) college
and career readiness success; (d) LEA policy and infrastructure; (e) a record of continuous improvement; and (f) fiscal
sustainability. U.S. DEP’T OF EDUC., FY 2013 RACE TO THE TOP—DISTRICT EXECUTIVE SUMMARY (2013),
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-district/webinar-sep-4.pdf.
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C. Limitations and Future Implications
This analysis examines the concepts of equity, discipline, urban schools, and
accountability individually to create a picture of what equity in education might look like in
America. Further analysis of these concepts as a collective whole in educational policy could
provide more insights on the equity problem and the disparate outcomes for black students and
students in poverty. An analysis that pinpoints places where education policy recognizes the
relationship that accountability, discipline, and urban school factors impact educational equity
for black students would be useful in shaping future policy. In addition, further research is
needed to determine whether ESSA has impacted equitable outcomes for black students in a
positive way. Research and analyses in these areas may provide insights on how to balance the
concepts of equity and accountability in a way that has meaningful, sustainable impact on the
education of black students.
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Chapter 3
Constructing Equity: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Urban School District Discipline
Policies

INTRODUCTION

Zero Tolerance and Disparate Discipline. In his book Punished, Victor Rios (2011)
traces the origins of zero tolerance policies back to the 1960’s. He asserts that in the 1960’s,
restrictive police practices were implemented in Oakland, CA, for the purpose of “taming the
ghetto” at the height of the Black Panther movement (pg. 32). The Ronald Reagan gubernatorial
administration advanced a “tough on crime” agenda that flourished well into the 1980’s (pg. 33).
When Reagan became President, he advanced his War on Crime agenda on the national stage,
marginalizing Black and Brown youth by eliminating social reform programs and constructing
them as lazy, drug-addicted criminals who had been sponging off the welfare system (McCann,
2017). In 1986, as President, Reagan expanded his tough-on-crime agenda, the War on Drugs,
embellished the impact of drug use (McCann, 2017) and criminalized drug addiction. This
further marginalized Black and Brown youth and constructed them as dangerous and violent.
This characterization spread fear and sparked formal legislation such as the Street Terrorism
Enforcement and Prevention Act and Proposition 21 (Rios, 2011). Conservative lawmakers were
able to pass these restrictive laws by playing to the national mood and emphasizing the
characterization of marginalized Black and Latinx youth as violent criminals who terrorized and
threatened citizens via gang and drug activity (Rios, 2011).
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In the late 1990’s, zero tolerance policies emerged nationally as an extension of War on
Crime legislation (Bleakely & Bleakely, 2018; Gonzalez, 2012; McAndrews 2001; Vidal-Castro,
2016). Fueled by media portrayals of Black and Brown youth as “super-predators” (American
Sociological Association, 2016, pg. 1), public fear grew, giving rise to zero-tolerance policies.
McAndrews (2001) defines zero-tolerance policies as “administrative rules intended to address
specific problems associated with school safety and discipline” (pg. 1). The 1994 Gun-Free
Schools Act contained a provision that states could lose federal finding if they failed to enact
zero tolerance laws (Ashford, 2000; Martin, 2000; McAndrews, 2001). All 50 states developed
some form of zero tolerance policies to curb gun violence on school campuses; however, some
states broadened zero tolerance rules to include a wide range of disciplinary infractions
(McAndrews, 2001). In addition, established narratives about the violent criminal tendencies of
Black and Brown youth, coupled with nationwide panic after the 1999 Columbine High School
mass shooting (Addington, 2009; Vidal-Castro, 2016) opened the door for a wave of ‘disturbing
school’ legislation across the United States (Bleakely & Bleakley, 2018; Vidal-Castro, 2016).
Disturbing school legislation is a term applied to a set of legislation that was found (in one form
or another) in many states and districts; the laws contained provisions for punitive consequences
for disrupting the school environment (Ripley, 2016). The problem is that disrupting the school
environment encompasses a range of behaviors, from incidents of violence to acting in an
“obnoxious manner” (Ripley, 2016, p. 88). Legislation that supports the disturbing school
doctrine and zero tolerance policies have been misused to allow for the disproportionate use of
exclusionary discipline and the criminalization of school misconduct (Bleakely & Bleakley,
2018; Ripley, 2016; Vidal-Castro, 2016;). Acts of extreme violence such as Columbine and
Sandy Hook channeled public fear into public schools (Vidal-Castro, 2016). These events
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created a misconception that schools are dangerous places and students are violent criminals
(Cornell, 2015), which led to discipline policies that were designed to keep students safe on
school campuses. However, in practice, zero-tolerance policies began to be used to criminalize
what had previously been classroom managed behaviors (Vidal-Castro, 2016). Sellers and Arrigo
(2018) explain that zero tolerance policies have been used to push out students who are troubled
and in need of “academic, social, economic and emotional help” (p. 516) rather than support
them with appropriate interventions.
Research has proven that these exclusionary discipline practices are disproportionately
administered along race and gender lines (Fenning & Rose, 2007; Gibson, Haight, Cho,
Nashandi & Yoon, 2019; Giroux, 2003; Gregory & Fergus, 2017; Gonzalez, 2012; Peguero,
Popp & Shekarkhar, 2015; Sellers & Arrigo, 2018; Skiba, Michael, Nardo & Peterson, 2002;
Vidal-Castro, 2016). Specifically, Black students are more likely to receive harsher punishments
for the same offenses than white students (Gagnon, Jaffe & Kennedy, 2016; Gibson, et. al., 2019;
Gonzalez, Etow & De Le Vega, 2019; Gregory & Fergus, 2017; Sellers & Arrigo, 2018; VidalCastro, 2016). Research calls out several factors that are responsible for the inequitable use of
exclusionary discipline towards Black students. For both Black boys and Black girls, normative
expectations around school behavior lead to harsh disciplinary consequences (Allen, 2017;
Gibson, et. al., 2019; Mizel, et. al., 2016; Morris, 2007; Peguero, et. al., 2015). Allen’s (2017)
research on discipline and black masculinities in school found that students in the study felt that
they were stereotyped by school staff, leading to misunderstandings about their behavior. These
misunderstandings led them to be targeted for disciplinary action. Allen’s study also positions
schools as sites of reproduction for dominant ideologies about black masculinity, and he found
that some black boys resisted the imposition of those ideologies, while other black boys
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internalized these ideologies (Allen, 2017). His research concluded that the black boys who
displayed resistance to normative stereotypes were most recognized and responded to by school
authorities (Allen, 2017, pg. 279). Peguero, et. al. (2015) arrived at similar findings in their
research. Their research found a causal link between stereotypical expectations for behavior and
increased disciplinary consequences for minority students (Peguero, et. al., 2015). The findings
of their research suggest that black students who do not conform to societal stereotypes about
good students often find themselves at risk for punishment in school. In other words, when black
boys refused to conform to white normative stereotypes about acceptable behaviors in school,
their refusal led them to be seen as discipline problems, which in turn targeted them for
disciplinary action more frequently. Similar research studies found that expectations for gendernormative behaviors in the classroom created problems for black girls (Morris, 2007; Ricks,
2014). They too suffered under perceptions of being defiant when they failed to conform to
established norms for appropriate conduct (Morris, 2007). Ricks’ (2014) study found that even
when black girls attempted to conform to behavioral expectations, they were left vulnerable to
marginalization. Ultimately, black students, marginalized and misunderstood through the lens of
normative behavior expectations, fell victim to the consequences of zero tolerance policies and
disturbing school legislation more frequently than white students (Gagnon, et. al., 2016;
Gonzalez, et. al., 2019; Gregory & Fergus, 2017; McAndrews, 2000; Vidal-Castro, 2016)
Disparate Discipline and Academic Achievement. In addition to normative
expectations for behavior, other risk factors for disparate enforcement of discipline polices
include socioeconomic status, substance abuse, delinquency, and academic deficiencies (Allen,
2017; Fenning & Rose, 2007; Giroux, 2003; Mizel, et.al., 2016; Skiba, et. al., 2001). The
numerous factors that contribute to disparate discipline practices for Black students put them at

49

risk for low academic achievement (Anyon, et. al., 2016; Baule & Superior, 2020; Gonzalez, et.
al., 2019). Suspensions and other consequences that remove Black students from the classroom
create academic barriers for the students who often need the most academic support (Basset &
Ivery, 2011; Fenning & Rose, 2007; Gagnon, et. al., 2016; Gonzalez; 2012; Gregory & Fergus,
2017). Black students with low academic performance are more often perceived as behavior
problems, making them more susceptible to exclusionary discipline, which exacerbates
inequitable outcomes (Anyon, et. al., 2017; Fenning & Rose, 2007; Yeager, et. al., 2017). This
cycle can ultimately lead to dropout and entry into the criminal justice system (Anyon, et. al.,
2016; Bowditch, 1993; Gagnon, et. al., 2016; Hirschfield, 2008; Koon, 2020). In order to
interrupt this cycle, it is important to revise discipline policies, shifting to more frequent
interventions and supports and less punishment and push-out.
Support for Change. There is a body of research that makes the case for the harmful
effects of disparate discipline practices on black students in urban schools (Allen, 2017; Gibson,
et. al., 2019; Mizel, et. al., 2016; Peguero, et. al., 2015; Ricks, 2004; Yeager, Purdie-Vaughns,
Hooper & Cohen, 2017) as well as numerous studies that provide alternative strategies for school
discipline (Goyer, et. al; 2019; Hatcher, Maschi, Morgen, & Toldson, 2009; Gonzalez, 2012;
Martin, Martin, Gibson & Wilkins, 2007; Toldson & Lemmings, 2015). Recent educational
policy appears to be influenced by both schools of research. In this researcher’s previous
analysis of Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) state plans, the reduction of disparate discipline
emerged as a theme in defining equity. Specifically, state ESSA plans outline intentions to shift
towards more restorative practices, such as Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS)
or Response to Intervention-Behavior (RTI-B) programs to reduce out-of-school suspensions
(Anthony & Nelson, 2020).
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
While education reform policies claim to have the goal of facilitating equitable outcomes for
frequently marginalized students (such as Black students in urban schools), critical analysis finds
that education policymakers are so far removed from the challenges faced by urban schools that
they are not effective (Payne & Kaba, 2007). Even in instances where policymakers
acknowledge that exclusionary discipline is not effective in improving school safety and
educational outcomes (Anyon, et. al., 2017; Fenning & Rose, 2007; Gonzalez, 2012; Gregory &
Fergus, 2017), questions linger as to whether more equitable discipline policies are being
implemented, and whether or not they are providing Black students in Urban Schools with
improved school experiences (Gregory & Fergus, 2017; Koon, 2020).
Research Agenda and Research Questions. This research study utilizes critical discourse
analysis (CDA) to examine the discourse of policy-oriented discipline practices in urban schools
to determine the following:
1. How do discipline policies in urban school districts construct the concept of equity
through their discourse?
2. How do these discourses mirror or replicate dominant ideologies that negatively impact
black students in urban schools?
By examining school discipline in this way, the goal is to critique current practices and their
alignment with federal education reform policies, specifically ESSA. By doing so it is my hope
to add to the conversation by highlighting for leaders at the local level how discourse in
discipline policies replicates and maintains inequities for Black students, even when the stated
intention is the opposite.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Social Construction of Target Groups. The social construction of target groups
framework is based on the idea that policy develops as a result of socially constructed values that
are applied to certain groups of people in society, and it examines how these socially constructed
values impact policy and policy design (Pierce, et. al, 2014). Specifically, social construction
examines how policy design creates burdens and benefits for members of the target groups
(Sabatier, 2007). Social construction identifies four target groups that are believed to have some
distribution of benefits and burdens in the policy process: advantaged, contenders, dependents,
and deviants (Sabatier, 2007).
The concept of social construction of target populations was developed in the late 1980’s
and early 1990’s (Ingram, Schneider & DeLeon, 2007) through the work of Helen Ingram and
Anne Schneider, who expanded on existing theory related to policy design. The framework
advanced the idea that in constructing policy, policymakers construct negative or positive images
of the target groups and design policy in such a way that the benefits and burdens are distributed
according to that positive or negative construction (Ingram, et. al., 2007). Exploring education
policy through the lens of social construction helps to explain why some public policies (often
intentionally) fail to have the intended impact and even help to perpetuate inequities in society
(Ingram, et. al., 2007). It is designed to explain some policy dilemmas that other policy
frameworks do not: (1) How is it that policy design almost always tends to benefit some groups
and burden others? (2) Why do some policies endure and expand even though they fail to have
the intended impact? (3) Why are some negatively constructed groups able to gain more benefits
than other groups that may be more positively constructed? (Ingram, et. al., 2007).
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Social construction advances five propositions that help to address these dilemmas.
Proposition 1 helps us to examine education reform policies and their impact on Black students
in urban schools and/or high-poverty schools. This proposition states that “the allocation of
benefits and burdens to target groups by public policy depends on the extent of their political
power as well as their positive or negative social construction” (Sabatier and Weible, 2014).
Proposition 1 helps to address dilemmas 1 and 3 by explaining that it is not just the social
construction of the groups that impacts the level of benefits and burdens derived from a policy; it
is also a function of the intersection of that social construction and the political power of the
group (Sabatier, 2007). This intersection is characterized by the four groups previously
mentioned. The advantaged are those with a great deal of power and are constructed positively
in society (Pierce, et. al., 2014). They are seen as “deserving” of political benefits (Sabatier and
Weible, 2007, pg. 101). The contenders, while equal in power to the advantaged, do not have
the same positive construction (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). Sabatier and Weible (2007) describe
them as unscrupulous and untrustworthy (pg.102). They frequently receive benefits of policy,
but those are often obscured in the policy process because policymakers do not want to risk
political power by publicly aligning with them (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). The third group,
dependents are constructed positively but little power in society, and as a result, they receive
“rhetorical and underfunded benefits and few but often hidden burdens” (Pierce, et.al., 2014, pg.
5). Lastly, deviants have little power, combined with a negative social construction. This causes
deviants to be the recipients of most of the costs and few of the benefits of public policy
(Sabatier and Weible, 2007). Because Black students in urban schools are most frequently
constructed as dependents, this category will be the focus of my analysis. The next section will
discuss the social construction of Black students in urban schools in more detail.
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Social Construction of Black Urban Students. For the purposes of analyzing education
reform policy and its impact on Black, Urban students, it is important to understand how this
target group is socially constructed and what level of power they hold. Students-particularly
Black students in urban schools-are typically constructed as dependents. They are characterized
as objects of “sympathy and pity” (Sabatier & Weible, 2007, p. 103) who deserve equitable
access to a quality education. This is supported by President Obama’s (2015) assertion that his
new education policy (ESSA) was designed to “dedicate resources to our most vulnerable
children” (White House Press, 2015). This statement perpetuates the construction of students in
high-minority, urban schools as dependents: a group sorely in need of and certainly deserving of
additional resources and support. In its implementation; however, policy scholars indicate that
ESSA has resulted in the rhetorical and underfunded benefits and hidden burdens that Pierce, et.
al. spoke of in their description of the dependent group (Black, 2017; Egalite, et. al., 2017; Heise,
2017; Mathis & Trujilo, 2017).
Social Construction of Behavior and Discipline. When it comes to exclusionary school
discipline, the social construction of black students facilitates their overrepresentation. In
schools, marginalized populations such as black youth are subject to more surveillance,
supervision, and consequences (Ferguson, 2000; Simmons, 2017; Skiba, et. al., 2001). They are
labeled differently, and their behavior is seen as more threatening, especially when it does not
conform to stereotypical expectations (Simmons, 2017). Lyon (1994) explains that the more
nonconforming an individual or group becomes, the stronger and more restrictive their
surveillance becomes. Under the guise of addressing a genuine crisis of violence and crime in
schools (Simmons, 2017), school leaders place a negative construction on the behaviors of
certain social groups that they see as dangerous based on their race (Casella, 2003; Mora &
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Christianakis, 2013; Simmons, 2017). Morris (2007) conducted research on Black girls that
showed how the intersection of their gender and race often cause them to be perceived as defiant
or challenges to authority. Likewise, Allen’s (2017) research study on Black boys in school
demonstrates how stereotypical beliefs about Black masculinity causes Black boys to be targeted
more frequently for discipline. Black youth are labeled as dangerous troublemakers and
criminalized by subjective perceptions of their behavior (Casella, 2003; Simmons, 2017;). These
subjective perceptions are based on socially constructed narratives about their race (Ferguson,
2000; Casella, 2003). McCarthy and Hodge (1984) explains that disparate discipline practices
are the result of a social construction process, “…since socially disadvantaged persons are likely
to be found deficient in perceived demeanor, academic performance, and punishment history, the
result is a system which perpetuates social disadvantage” (pg. 1117). The work of McCarthy and
Hodge is supported by Skiba, et. al. (2002), who assert that the discriminatory treatment of
African American students is a part of a complex system of institutional inequity that reinforces
racial disadvantage. Their research also connects disparate discipline to the intersection of race
and socioeconomic status (Skiba, et. al., 2002). Additional research supports the idea that black
students have historically been constructed in a negative fashion that influences how their
behaviors are perceived and what punishments they receive (Barnes and Mots; 2018; Goff,
Jackson, Di Leone, Culotta & Di Tomasso, 2014; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015). Collectively,
these studies provide strong evidence that the negative social construction of black students
creates an implicit bias that accounts for at least part of their overrepresentation in disparate
discipline practices.
Colorblindness and post-racialism. Colorblindness is a form of bias that emerged
following the Jim Crow era (Boger, 2000; Bonilla-Silva, 2002; Gotande, 1991; Sexton, 2010).
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The ideology of colorblindness is advanced as a means to promote fairness and meritocracy by
removing race from the discussion of many societal issues, such as justice and the law,
economics, and education (Alexander, 2012; Boger, 2000; Bonilla-Silva, 2002; Gotande, 1991).
Colorblindness is detrimental in education because it treats culture and cultural differences as if
they are of no importance to the educational process (Bakken, Obiakor & Rotatori, 2014). As
Fergus (2017) explains, colorblindness “inhibits our ability to respond to the realities of the lives
of students of color.” (p. 30). Fergus’s (2017) research on teacher beliefs tells us that it is
important to understand how colorblindness frames everything from a white perspective that
excludes all other realities.
As it relates to school discipline, colorblind policies are dangerous because they
ignore the over-representation of Black students in exclusionary consequences, and ultimately,
their induction into the school to prison pipeline (Bobo, 2002; Simmons, 2017). They also
alienate Black students and other underrepresented minorities in the classroom (Aragon,
Dovidio, & Graham, 2017; Schofield, 2007), which can contribute to behavior issues.
Schofield’s (2007) research found that teachers dismissed concerns about race and held fast to a
position of treating all students the same. By adopting policies that profess to treat all students
the same, teachers and school leaders fail to understand that failing to discuss race maintains
white dominance and is itself a form of racism (Boger, 2002; Bonilla-Silva, 2002; Schofield,
2007; Simmons, 2017).
METHODOLOGY

Critical Discourse Analysis. Critical discourse analysis (CDA) has been well
established as an effective methodology in the field of education (Rogers & Schaenen, 2013).
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Rather than describing a single methodology, in practice, CDA represents a multi-discipline,
multi-method approach (Lester, Locmiller & Gabriel, 2016; Wodak & Meyer, 2016) to the study
of language in the context of social issues (Wodak & Meyer, 2016). Researchers use CDA to
explore the idea of language as a social practice (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997) and to consider
how discourse can create or replicate unequal distributions of power in society (Ayers, 2011;
Lester, et. al., 2016; Rogers & Schaenen, 2013; Wodak & Meyer, 2016). Wodak & Meyer (2016)
explain how language (discourse) is connected to social power in four ways:


Language indexes and expresses power.



Language is involved where there is contention over and a challenge to power.



Power does not necessarily derive from language, but language can be used to challenge
power, to subvert it, to alter distributions of power in the short and the long term.



Language provides a finely articulated vehicle for the expression of differences in power
in hierarchical social structures (Wodak & Meyer, 2016, p. 12).

Given these power considerations, researchers approach CDA from an ideological
perspective, assuming the importance of power and inequity issues in society (Ayers, 2011;
Lester, et. al., 2016). Existing literature identifies four key considerations of the CDA research
design: (a) reflexivity: the researcher’s position in the research; (b) context: the domain or scope
of the inquiry; (c) deconstructive-reconstructive orientation: analyzing structure and agency in
the discourse; and (d) social action: the extent to which research drives political outcomes
(Rogers & Schaenen, 2013). CDA as a methodology has been used to study how identities are
formed in policy discourse and policy texts (Lester, et. al., 2016; Rogers, et. al, 2016). Lester, et.
al. (2016) state that the use of discourse perspectives can be useful to understanding policy
matters across multiple disciplines. CDA has been used to explore the role of discourse in every
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stage of the policy process, from the formation of the policy problem to the implementation of
the policy (Lester, et. al., 2016). Barton and Sakwa (2011) and Ayers (2005) support the use of
CDA in analyzing texts produced in response to a policy, from mission statements to textbooks
(Lester, et. al., 2016).
Ayers’ (2005) analysis gives support to the previously discussed idea of social construction
(reproduction of ideological norms) and describes it as a discursive process. Since those in power
can act on ideological discourse at multiple levels, their ideologies gain authority within social
structures (Ayers 2005), including education policy. It is necessary, then, to critically analyze
the discourse of policies to understand how they are constructed and to discover how ideologies
are reproduced within policy. In this study, CDA will be used to determine how discourse is used
in urban school district discipline policies. The aim is to place a critical lens on how equity (or
inequity) is “expressed, constituted, and legitimized…by language use” (Wodak & Meyer, 2016,
p. 12) in education policy. In doing so, the critical educator can identify and call out discursive
practices (Ayers, 2011) that impact equitable outcomes for black students in urban areas. This
will be done by addressing two research questions:
1. How does the language of student handbooks in urban school districts construct the
concept of equity as it relates to student discipline?
2. How does the discourse in these documents replicate ideologies of broader education
policies, such as The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)?
Data. A convenience sample of documents was selected for the analysis by using one urban
school district in each of the 12 states that were awarded the Race to the Top (RTTT) grants. My
previous research analyzed the ESSA plans from each of these states and identified discursive
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patterns regarding discipline and inequitable discipline practices within and among the policy
documents. For this research, an urban district from each of the awardee states was identified
using Milner’s (2012) three classifications of urban: (a) Urban Intensive: schools in large,
densely populated cities, with a population of one million or more, where the population size and
density make it difficult to provide adequate resources (housing, transportation, etc.) and, the
lack of resources impacts the schools; (b) Urban Emergent: cities that have a population of less
than one million, but are still large in size and population, and they experience some of the same
resource issues as urban intensive areas; and (c) Urban Characteristic: school districts that are not
as large in size but have begun to experience some of the same challenges as intensive and
emergent areas, such as an increase in English language learners in a community (Milner, 2012,
p. 559). The urban districts selected for this study can be classified in one of these three areas
based on how size, population, economics and racial demographics create or exacerbate
challenges in the learning environment (Milner, 2012; Schaffer, White & Brown, 2018). Table 4
provides a listing of the school districts by state:
Table 4-School Districts by State
State
Delaware
District of Columbia
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii
Massachusetts
Maryland
North Carolina
New York
Ohio
Rhode Island
Tennessee

School District
Red Clay School District
District of Columbia Public Schools*
Miami-Dade County Public Schools
Cobb County Public Schools
Hawaii Department of Education**
Boston Public Schools
Prince George’s County Public Schools
Charlotte-Mecklenberg Schools
New York City Department of Education
Cleveland Metropolitan School District
Providence Public School District
Shelby County Schools

Abbreviation
RCCSD
DCPS
MDCPS
CCPS
HIDOE
BPS
PGCPS
CMS
NYCDOE
CMSD
PPSD
SCS

*The District of Columbia is comprised of one urban school district.**Hawaii does not have separate school
districts. All schools are governed by the Hawaii State Department of Education (HIDOE).
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Once an urban district was selected from each state, documents that pertain to student
behavior and discipline were gathered. The documents are named in one of three ways: (a)
Student Code of Conduct; (b) Student Rights and Responsibilities, or (c) Student Handbook. For
the purpose of this analysis, the collection of documents will be referred to as “the handbooks”.
Regardless of the name designation, the selected documents all contained the following
information: (a)the rights and responsibilities of students; (b) categories of student discipline; (c)
consequences for behavior violations; (d) explanations of behavior consequences; and (e)
explanation of the appeals process. Critical discourse analysis was conducted to identify how
equity is constructed in the documents through the discursive elements of structure, word choice,
and silence. Next, documents were analyzed for discursive themes that mirror ideologies from
the state ESSA plans.
Analysis of Text. Fairclough (2003) identifies discourse in three ways in social practice:
genres (ways of acting); discourses (ways of representing); and styles (ways of being) (p. 27). In
this analysis, I focus on the second practice: representing, which Fairclough further describes as
a social practice in which we can identify different perspectives on a particular part of the world.
This analysis was done through the lens of representing because it best facilitates the researcher’s
goal of identifying equity perspectives contained in the discipline polices of urban school
districts. The 12 documents were analyzed using the NVivo 12 coding program. All handbooks
were uploaded into the NVivo platform and analyzed using 3 methods: auto-coding, manual
coding, and text searches. The coding formats became progressively more specific in order to
drill down and facilitate thorough analysis of the specific research questions. The coding formats
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will be discussed in order from the more general (auto-coding) to the most specific (text
searches).
Auto-Coding. Auto-coding conducted a general search of all the handbook documents to
identify general discourse similarities in the documents. Auto-coding identified 3 general
discourse themes in all the documents: behavior, school, and student. Within these three
discursive themes, subthemes were identified based on words used in connection with the
primary theme term. For example, within the theme of behavior, appropriate behavior was
identified as a sub-theme. For each theme, 3 sub-theme categories were created as follows: (a)
Behavior: behavior expectations, addressing behaviors, and behavior interventions; (b) School:
school time frames, school safety and climate, and school resources; and (c) Student: student
responsibilities/rights, student activities and academics, and student behaviors.
All sub-theme items were placed into categories for clarity and organization. Placement was
based on similarities in word choice, content, and intent. For example, within the sub-theme of
behavior expectations, items such as appropriate behavior, bullying, good behavior, and
disrespectful behavior were included based on their content, which described ways students
should or should not behave in school settings. Similarly, the student responsibilities and rights
sub-theme contains items such as anti-discrimination policies, McKinney-Vento support, and
rights of students with disabilities.
Manual coding. Manual coding was conducted based on the themes identified in the autocoding process. I wanted to identify ways in which specific word choice shaped the meaning of
equity and identify structural elements that shaped equity and mirrored the discourse of federal
policies. Within each sub-theme, documents were analyzed to determine if similar word choices
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conveyed the same sentiment with respect to equity. For example, items containing words such
as violent, disruptive, disrespectful, and unruly were analyzed to determine if they described the
same student behaviors. Structural elements were examined to determine how policy discourse
mirrored that of federal education policies (specifically ESSA). In analyzing structural patterns
in the handbooks, it was my hope to identify patterns of equity discourse that replicated the
normative structures of national education policy.
Text Searches. In addition to analyzing documents for structure and word choice, I also
conducted specific word searches to analyze silence, or the absence of terms that would be
expected in policy that has equitable outcomes as its true intent. Text queries were run on 5
terms: “fair and equitable”, “barrier”, “black”, “culture”, and “reduce suspensions”. The goal of
the text search analysis was to determine if specific equity-related terms were missing in the
handbooks, thereby creating a discourse through silence. Foucault (1978) presented the idea of
silence as an integral part of discourse and recognized its relation to power:
“…we must try to determine the different ways of not saying such things, how
those who can and those who cannot speak of them are distributed, which type of
discourse is authorized, or which form of discretion is required in either case.
There is not one but many silences, and they are an integral part of the strategies
that underlie and permeate discourses.” (Bindeman, 2017, p. 143)
Here, Foucault is explaining that silence has the potential to impact power relations (Bindeman,
2017). Certain groups in society will benefit from a specific topic not being discussed; and other
groups will suffer (Bindeman, 2017) In the analysis of school discipline policies, it is important
to think about who suffers if certain topics are not mentioned. Specifically, if the barriers to
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success for black students are not discussed, they will suffer under discipline policies. The
notion of colorblind policies, where the specific issues that black boys and girls encounter go
unmentioned, has the potential to further marginalize them.
FINDINGS
Structure. The analysis identified how equity was represented through structure, word
choice, and silence. For most documents, equity was structurally presented through a discourse
on non-discrimination (CMS, 2019; CMSD, 2019; CCPS, 2018; MDCPS, 2019; NYCDOE,
2019; SCS, 2018). The structure of the documents was such that each one contains a section with
a non-discrimination policy. Labeled using terms such as non-discrimination (CMS, 2019;
CCPS, 2018; PGCPS, 2015; RCCSD, 2019; SCS, 2018), anti-discrimination (MDCPS, 2019;
NYCDOE, 2019), and equal educational opportunity (BPS, 2016; CMSD, 2019), each
handbook supports the idea that urban districts provide educational opportunities to all students,
regardless of race, color, national origin, sex, disability, or age. In every handbook, this
discussion regarding non-discrimination included, or was in close proximity to, a listing and
description of relevant federal laws (Title IX, Title VI, Section 504). The positioning of antidiscrimination messaging alongside federal statues constructs equity as a legal obligation, not a
moral or social responsibility. For example, the CMSD handbook (2019) has a section entitled
“Legal Educational Rights and Responsibilities” that includes both the non-discrimination
statement, Section 504 procedures, Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act
(HIPAA), and the Federal Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) (P. 10). CCPS’s
handbook (2018) presents its non-discrimination policy in compliance with Title IV and Title
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Section 504, and the Individuals with Disabilities Act
(IDEA) (p. 15). These examples show how the concept is presented as a general practice that is
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required by law, with no consideration for the numerous unique ways in which various races,
genders, or other marginalized groups might experience discrimination. The rote format of these
policies-statement of non-discrimination, citation of relevant federal and or state law,
explanation of reporting procedures, and contact information for the appropriate district officeconstructs equity as a sterile, detached concept with no real connection to students or the barriers
to their success.
Structural representation was also evident in the due process discourse. Ten of the twelve
handbooks advise students and parents that a due process procedure is available to them. Due
process explanations contain language about what students have the right to know, what they
have the right to receive, and by whom they have the right to be accompanied in any due process
hearing (NYCDOE, 2019; PGCPS, 2015). Due process discourse also discusses the time frame
in which the due process hearing must take place (SCS, 2018; NYCDOE, 2019). In the same
manner as anti-discrimination policies, due process discourse is presented as a general practice,
required by law or state/federal policy (BPS, 2016; CMS, 2019; CMSD, 2019; PPSD, 2017;
SCS, 2018). Handbooks do situate discipline due process policies apart from Section 504 due
process policies-a structural representation that sets disabilities apart from behavior issues. PPSS
(2017) has an appendix that addresses due process under IDEA; the process first describes outof-school options such as alternative schools and removal to another school setting. Later in the
process is functional behavioral assessment and behavior interventions discussed (PPSD, 2017).
MDCPS (2019) has separate sections for due process and 504 manifestation processes, as well as
separate processes for general bus suspensions and suspensions for students with disabilities
(MDCPS, 2019). Their process, like that of the PPSS, only discusses behavioral assessment
and/or modification of the current behavior intervention plan after the student has been
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suspended for six days (MDCS, 2019). This structural representation is significant; it impacts
equity by failing to recognize the intersection of disabilities and student behavior prior to
implementing exclusionary discipline.1
In addition, this structure also replicates the colorblind structure of education reform
policies, failing to recognize the barriers faced by Black students in urban schools. By
structuring the policies so that they do not recognize the correlation between race and disparate
discipline, urban school systems reproduce the ideologies that contributed to Black students’
overrepresentation in exclusionary discipline in the first place. School discipline policies do not
consider that failing to discuss race is racist (Boger, 2002; Bonilla-Silva, 2002; Schofield, 2007;
Simmons, 2017). As it relates to equity, the school discipline policies in this study exacerbate
inequitable practices by failing to acknowledge or remedy the issues that Black students in urban
schools face with disparate discipline.
One structural representation of particular note was in the NYCDOE handbook (2019).
The ranking of offense levels placed “disruptive” behaviors at a Level 3, including actions such
as “defying or disobeying the directive of school personnel” and using racial slurs. What makes
this structural representation stand out is that these behaviors are placed above gambling, misuse
of school property, and “inappropriately touching someone in a private part of the body”, which
are all Level 2 offenses. This structure exemplifies how behaviors that are subject to individual
interpretation (defiance and disrespect) are discursively portrayed as inherently problematic,
unsafe, and dangerous, as mentioned in the discussion on the social construction of behavior and

1

The only exception is the Charlotte-Mecklenberg student handbook, which explicitly states that “a student
with a disability may need a specialized behavior plan or accommodations to support appropriate behavior…” (p.
17).
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discipline. Behaviors which can be attributed to Black students more frequently because of their
resistance to or failure to conform with normative expectations are constructed as more severe
than actual illegal activities such as gambling and sexual assault.
Even when specific word choice might indicate a nod towards a true understanding of the
barriers to equity, the structure of the text still creates a formal and legalistic construction of the
concept. In their handbook, BPS (2016) has a brief discourse on “Eliminating Gaps and
Inequities” (p. 11) that discusses supports and services for students identified as eligible for
special education services and students that are English Learners (EL’s). This section uses
specific word choices to convey a commitment to equity in language acquisition and expression.
The handbook expresses the desire “to provide a culturally and linguistically responsive
education with…opportunities that promote language acquisition, bilinguialism, biliteracy and
lifelong learning…” (BPS, p. 11). If this section of the text is analyzed out of context, it seems
to construct equity in a way that demonstrates an understanding of and appreciation for cultural
diversity within this urban district; however, when situating this passage in context, as it goes on
to explain the strategy for supporting linguistic diversity, it becomes clear that there is no deep
understanding of linguistic equity and we are back to the rote requirements of the law. This
section seems to be an introduction to a broad plan for engaging in linguistic diversity and
language acquisition as a part of the student’s daily experience; however, the statement is limited
to the method in which communications are written. As we continue to read, the passage goes on
to explain that EL’s and their families are supported by supplying all written and oral notices
contained in the handbook in both English and in the family’s primary language. The policy
goes on to state that “all notices shall be made in simple and commonly understood words”
(BPS, p. 11) and mandates that students cannot interpret for their parents (but the district will
66

provide an interpreter at all hearings and conferences). Here, word choice is deceptive; it gives
rhetorical attention to a major equity barrier while situating the discourse in another sterile
practice that does not support diversity or equitable outcomes for urban students.
In terms of discipline practices, equity is constructed through a common practice in many
of the documents: positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS). PBIS language in the
documents conveys a desire to implement non-exclusionary practices (BPS, 2016) and positive
discipline supports that will support the social, emotional and behavioral success of every student
(NYCDOE, 2019). In doing so, the goal that is conveyed is one of whole-child support and
family collaboration that will lead to improved academic outcomes for students (CMSD, 2019;
NYCDOE, 2019; PGCPS, 2019; PPSD, 2019).
Word Choice. As discussed in the section on zero tolerance policies and disparate
discipline, the use of specific words has created a perception of Black students as violent and
dangerous (American Sociological Association, 2016). A paper presented at the 2016
conference of the American Sociological Association makes the link between media portrayals
of Black and Brown youth-using word choices such as “super-predators” and “wilding”
(American Sociological Association, 2016, pg. 1) and the discourse of discipline policies that
disproportionately impact students of color in urban schools. Specific words used to describe
student behavior create a narrative about normative behavior expectations.
Where word choice leaves room for subjectivity in describing student behavior, research
shows that black students are more likely to be disciplined (Allen; 2017; Bassett & Ivery, 2011;
Bradshaw, et. al., 2010; Duffy, 2019; Morris, 2007; Skiba, et. al., 2002) The policies in this study
demonstrate frequent use of terms that are subjective to describe student behavior. Wearing
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prohibited clothing or failing to comply with dress code policy is described as “aggressive”
(NYCDOE, 2019; MDCPS, 2019) without consideration for cultural or economic barriers that
would hinder students from wearing proscribed attire. Behaviors dealing with verbal conflict
(use of profanity, verbal confrontation with staff, verbal defiance of school authority, emotional
outbursts) are characterized as “aggressive” (NYCDOE, 2019, p. 36), “disruptive” (MDCPS,
2019, p. 13), “hostile” (PGCPS, p.27), and “uncivil” (RCCSD, p. 30). These descriptions do not
make distinctions or provide further context for the characterizations, leaving them open to a
broad range of interpretations.
Word choice also leaves students vulnerable to consequences for behaviors over which
they may not have control. Tardiness and truancy are described as “disrespectful” (NYCDOE,
p.32) behaviors, subject to disciplinary action, again with no consideration for the barriers that
impact student attendance. Unintended physical contact with school personnel2 is described as
“hostile” behavior in the PGCPS (2015, p.) handbook and the CMSD (2019) handbook. In these
two cases, students can be labeled as disrespectful and disruptive when they find themselves in
situations they did not intend or initiate.
The use of the word “violent” to describe non-violent behaviors also contributes to a false
narrative about students. In the MDCPS handbook, theft of over $300 and unauthorized use of
over the counter medications are classified as violent offenses (MDCPS, 2019, p. 80).
Consistent with other word choices that negatively construct students, this characterization
without any context or further explanation feeds the idea that students who engage in these
behaviors are dangerous and a threat to school safety. While the offenses are serious, the word

2

Cleveland Public Schools defines hostile unintentional contact as “striking a faculty member who is
breaking up a fight”.
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choice creates an image that does not tell the whole story. Again, they do not consider the other
factors that could contribute to the behaviors (i.e. taking aspiring for a headache, stealing money
in response to situations of poverty).
Silence. Perhaps the strongest representations of inequitable practices came through the
discourse of silence. What these handbooks did not say contributes to the discourse on equity as
much as what was said. As previously stated, certain groups within a society suffer when a topic
is not discussed (Bindeman, 2017). During the specific text search, some of the terms that
revealed few or no mentions are terms that would be necessary to create a comprehensively
equitable discipline policy. Terms such as “reduce exclusionary discipline”, “barriers”, and
“black” are important to equitable policy, yet they were lacking in the handbooks. While each
handbook contained some discourse on restorative practices and behavioral interventions, none
of them cited reducing exclusionary discipline (or suspensions) as the impetus for such
strategies. Where the responsibilities of teachers and school leaders were listed in the
handbooks, none of them ascribed any responsibility to school leaders to reduce exclusionary
discipline. Additionally, the handbooks did not discuss how the reduction of exclusionary
discipline is necessary because it has been historically applied more frequently to Black students
(Anyon, et. al., 2016; Fenning & Rose, 2007; Gagnon, et. al., 2016; Gibson, et. al, 2010;
Gonzalez, 2012; Gregory & Fergus, 2017). In fact, the handbooks did not discuss black students
at all. While they all discussed anti-discrimination policies and a desire to be inclusive of all
students, the color-blind construction of these policies is dangerous. The lack of discussion on
the stereotypes, biases and racist ideologies that impact how the behaviors of black students are
interpreted leaves those students open to the inequitable implementation of discipline polices.
And while two of the handbooks mention eliminating barriers to academic success (CMDS,
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2019; MDCPS, 2019), there is no discussion of what the barriers are, nor is there any explanation
of strategies to remove barriers. Although these handbooks are all from districts categorized as
urban, none of them acknowledge the unique challenges of Black students in urban schools.
DISCUSSION
We will never be rid of the stereotypes that create inequitable behavior consequences for
Black students in urban schools without shifting from the color-blind discourse (Bassett & Ivey,
2011) that shapes school discipline policies. Colorblindness in every area of society is harmful,
but in schools, it creates barriers for black students by preventing us from responding to the
realities of their lives (Fergus, 2017). It facilitates the survival of systemic racism and white
privilege by reproducing their ideologies through the structures, word choices, and silences in
discipline policies.
Structural representations in the discourse of school discipline policies situate antidiscrimination policies as legal obligations with no real connection to the cultural, economic, and
environmental differences that impact the behaviors of Black students in urban schools. The
structural discourse of due process policies for disciplinary decisions and Section 504 hearings
fail to acknowledge the intersection of disability and discipline. The structural placement of
specific offenses in relation to others (i.e. defying school personnel placed higher than sexual
assault) allows more severe consequences on non-severe behaviors that are frequently attributed
to black students because of normative stereotypes and bias of teachers and school leaders. These
non-violent behaviors are subject to a wide range of interpretations that are often influenced by
the normative (white) ideologies that are embedded in societal institutions like schools. The
dominance of these ideologies doesn’t make room for understanding cultural differences or
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environmental influences that guide the behaviors of black students. For example, a discipline
policy that makes defiant behavior a more severe offense than gambling does not consider that
what appears to be defiant behavior in black males is actually resistance to what they perceive as
stereotypes forced upon them by school personnel (Allen, 2017; Goyer, et. al., 2019; Morris,
2007).
Word choice in discipline polices contributes to the negative social construction of
behaviors typically associated with Black students. Actions characterized as “aggressive”,
“disruptive”, “disrespectful”, “hostile”, or “violent” lack contextual guidance and fail to consider
the barriers that facilitate the behaviors in black students. Characterizing dress code violations as
“aggressive” without considering the economic, geographic, and cultural challenges that black
students in urban schools often face in obtaining proper clothing places them in a position to
receive disciplinary consequences rather than support. These characterizations replicate zero
tolerance policies through their lack of understanding of the factors, both inside and outside
school, that shape the behaviors of black students. The gap between the words used to describe
behaviors and true understanding of the behaviors of black students has the potential to further
marginalize them.
Through silence, discipline policies perpetuate dominant ideologies about student
behavior. While federal polices such as ESSA acknowledge the overuse of exclusionary
discipline in urban schools (Anthony & Nelson, 2020), the urban school handbooks analyzed in
this study fail to acknowledge the problem. While the handbooks do present restorative justice
practices and PBIS supports, the rationale for such supports is lacking, which has the potential to
impact their implementation. In other words, if stakeholders (students, teachers, parents, school
leaders) do not understand why restorative practices are necessary, they may not fully embrace
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them, and they may fall by the wayside in favor of more traditional punitive consequences.
Additionally, school discipline policies are devoid of any discussion of the barriers that black
students face, particularly in urban schools. While it could be argued that school handbooks are
not the place for such discussion, I would ask, why not? Shouldn’t a document that is designed
to be a comprehensive agreement between schools, teachers, students, and parents contain
discourse that facilitates awareness of the issues that impact how the policies are carried out?
CONCLUSION
Research confirms that Black students are exposed to exclusionary discipline more
frequently than their white counterparts (Gagnon, Jaffe & Kennedy, 2016; Gibson, et. al., 2019;
Gonzalez, Etow & De Le Vega, 2019; Gregory & Fergus, 2017; Sellers & Arrigo, 2018; VidalCastro, 2016). The discourse contained in the discipline polices of urban school district
handbooks facilitates disproportionate discipline through structural representations, word choice,
and silence. These three features of the language contained in the policies do not consider the
marginalization of Black students in urban schools, a factor that contributes to inappropriate
behavior. Normative stereotypes and expectations cause teachers and school leaders to view the
misbehaviors of Black students as more dangerous and aggressive than their white counterparts,
exposing them to disciplinary action more frequently (Morris, 2007; Ricks, 2014). By exploring
the language in the discipline policies in urban schools, we are able to see how they have the
potential to negatively impact equity. First, structural representations provide no real shifts
towards equity. Instead, they present non-discrimination as a legal obligation, devoid of any
acknowledgement of the discriminatory ideologies that contribute to the overrepresentation of
Black students in exclusionary discipline. Second, word choices that feed the negative social
construction of Black students facilitate inequitable use of disciplinary consequences (Casella,
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2003; Mora & Christianakis, 2013; Simmons, 2017), and in some cases, word choice exaggerates
the seriousness of the behavior, subjecting students to harsher discipline consequences. Lastly,
the silence of urban school district discipline policies demonstrates a lack of awareness for the
systemic factors that contribute to the overuse of exclusionary discipline for Black students in
urban schools (Allen, 2017; Fenning & Rose, 2007; Giroux, 2003; Mizel, et.al., 2016; Skiba, et.
al., 2001). The colorblind approach to discipline further marginalizes Black students (Bobo,
2002; Simmons, 2017), who are often the ones in need of the most interventions and supports.
In order to move towards more equitable discipline outcomes for Black students in Urban
schools, it is important for district and school leaders to consider the discourse as they implement
discipline policies. Closer evaluation of the way discipline policies are structured and worded
can help identify aspects of the discipline policy that hinder equity and continue to replicate
dominant ideologies concerning the behavior of Black students. School leaders must be mindful
of these hindrances in their implementation of discipline policies and view their practices
through a lens that considers the racial, cultural, and social factors that impact the behavior of
Black students in urban schools in order to reduce disparate discipline and the marginalization of
those students.
IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
This analysis is limited to the analysis of discipline policies in Urban school districts. To
gain a comprehensive picture of how discipline polices impact Black students, additional
analysis is needed to include the discipline policies in suburban and rural districts as well.
Further analysis of school policies at the local level should include detailed evaluation of the
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discourse in attendance policies, grading policies, uniform policies, zoning/enrollment policies,
and assessment policies to determine how they impact Black students.
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Chapter 4
Perceiving Equitable Outcomes: A Research Synthesis of how Parents of Black Students in
Urban Schools Envision Equity.
INTRODUCTION

Over the years, policies and reforms have been formulated to address inequities in our
education system (Berkowitz, et. al., 2017; Black, 2019). Since the 1980’s, reform efforts have
focused on academic achievement (O’Neil, 2003), with an emphasis on providing equitable
access to a high-quality education for students of racial minority groups, students in urban areas,
and students living in poverty (Darling-Hammond, et. al., 2016; Heise, 2017; Lauen & Gaddis,
2012; Mathis & Trujilo, 2016). There is a great deal of literature that outlines how systemic
racism, economic inequity, and re-segregation have created an inequitable system of education in
this country (Bell, 1993; de Royston & Madkins, 2019; Jost, Whitfield & Jost, 2005; Nelson,
2016), in which Black students in urban schools have been denied the resources, supports, and
opportunities necessary to reach the same level of academic accomplishment as their white peers
(Berkowitz, et. al., 2017; Blanchett, Mumford & Beacham, 2005; de Royston & Madkins, 2019).
Research also shows that parental involvement improves academic outcomes for Black
students in urban schools and in poverty (Barnyak & McNally, 2009; Bertrand, Freelon &
Rogers, 2018; Boutte & Johnson, 2014; Fenton, Ocasio-Stoutenburg & Harry, 2017; Jeynes,
2012; Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008). When parents are involved, advocate, and have a
voice in the education process, Black students are more successful. While the literature stresses
the importance of parental involvement, it is also important to discuss how Black parents in
urban schools envision equity for their children. Many Black parents’ desire is that the schools
in their neighborhoods be given the supports that will produce equitable outcomes for their
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students (Hill, 2014; Syeed & Noguera, 2014; Yull, Wilson, Murray & Parham, 2018). A
comprehensive picture of Black parents’ vision for equity in their urban schools needs to be
included in the conversation about equity and education reform.
In order for education policy to make real progress towards equitable outcomes,
policymakers must consider the perspective of parents in the schools that need the most support
and resources. While education policy considers the unique challenges of urban schools (Every
Student Succeeds Act [ESSA], 2015), there is little evidence that policymakers consider-or even
have access to- a composite perspective of how parents of Black students in urban schools
envision equity, and how they view reform policies that have been implemented under education
reform policies of the last three decades. The purpose of this paper is to complete a synthesis of
existing literature on perceptions of equity among parents of Black students in urban schools. By
analyzing existing research studies and stakeholder reports that contain ethnographies, interviews
and surveys from Black parents in urban areas, this paper seeks to answer the following research
questions:
1. How do parents of Black students in urban schools envision educational equity?
2. What are the perceptions of parents of Black students in urban schools with
respect to implementation of current equity practices?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Social Construction of Target Groups. The social construction of target groups
framework is based on the idea that policy develops as a result of socially constructed values that
are applied to certain groups of people in society, and it examines how these socially constructed
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values impact policy and policy design (Pierce, et. al, 2014). Specifically, social construction
examines how policy design creates burdens and benefits for members of the target groups.
Social construction identifies four target groups that are believed to have some distribution of
benefits and burdens in the policy process: advantaged, contenders, dependents, and deviants
(Sabatier & Weible, 2007).
The concept of social construction of target populations was developed in the late 1980’s
and early 1990’s (Ingram, Schneider & DeLeon, 2007) through the work of Helen Ingram and
Anne Schneider, who expanded on existing theory related to policy design. The framework
advanced the idea that in constructing policy, policymakers construct negative or positive images
of the target groups and design policy in such a way that the benefits and burdens are distributed
according to that positive or negative construction (Ingram, et. al., 2007). Exploring education
policy through the lens of social construction helps to explain why some public policies (often
intentionally) fail to have the intended impact and even help to perpetuate inequities in society
(Ingram, et. al., 2007). It is designed to explain some policy dilemmas that other policy
frameworks do not: (1) How is it that policy design almost always tends to benefit some groups
and burden others? (2) Why do some policies endure and expand even though they fail to have
the intended impact? (3) Why are some negatively constructed groups able to gain more benefits
than other groups that may be more positively constructed? (Ingram, et. al., 2007).
Social construction advances five propositions that help to address these dilemmas.
Proposition 1 helps us to examine education reform policies and their impact on Black students
in urban schools and/or high-poverty schools. This proposition states that “the allocation of
benefits and burdens to target groups by public policy depends on the extent of their political
power as well as their positive or negative social construction” (Sabatier and Weible, 2014).
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Proposition 1 helps to address dilemmas 1 and 3 by explaining that it is not just the social
construction of the groups that impacts the level of benefits and burdens derived from a policy; it
is also a function of the intersection of that social construction and the political power of the
group (Sabatier and Weible, 2007). This intersection is characterized by the four groups
previously mentioned. The advantaged are those with a great deal of power and are constructed
positively in society (Pierce, et. al., 2014). They are seen as “deserving” of political benefits
(Sabatier and Weible, 2007, pg. 101). The contenders, while equal in power to the advantaged,
do not have the same positive construction (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). Sabatier and Weible
(2007) describe them as unscrupulous and untrustworthy (pg.102). They frequently receive
benefits of policy, but those are often obscured in the policy process because policymakers do
not want to risk political power by publicly aligning with them (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). The
third group, dependents are constructed positively but little power in society, and as a result, they
receive “rhetorical and underfunded benefits and few but often hidden burdens” (Pierce, et.al.,
2014, pg. 5). Lastly, deviants have little power, combined with a negative social construction.
This causes deviants to be the recipients of most of the costs and few of the benefits of public
policy (Sabatier and Weible, 2007).
Social Construction of Black Parents in the Context of Education. The social
construction of Black parents is often contradictory to the claims of education policy and practice
(Bertrand, et. al., 2018). Education policy acknowledges that parental involvement is essential to
academic success, especially for students in poor, urban neighborhoods (Barnyak & McNally,
2009; Bertrand, et. al., 2018; Boutte & Johnson, 2014; Fenton, et. al., 2017; Jeynes, 2012; MunnJoseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008); yet in practice, parents of Black students in urban schools are
characterized from a deficit perspective (Bertrand, et. al., 2018), lacking the skills and
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knowledge to contribute to their children’s academic success (Auerbach, 2007; Barnyak &
McNally, 2009; Ishimaru, et. al., 2016; Rodela; 2013). This contradictory characterization is
rooted in deficit ideologies that are embedded in the American education system (Valencia,
1997). Valenica (1997) explains:
the history of deficit thinking in education is filled with examples of how
economically disadvantaged students of color were kept in their place by macroand microlevel education policies/practices fueled by class and racial prejudice (p.
4).
The impact of deficit thinking has been perpetuated through a number of mechanisms, including
school segregation, high-stakes testing, and research (Valencia, 1997). The implication of deficit
thinking in the context of urban schools is that deficiencies of the students’ stem, at least in part,
from their family influences (Ellison & Solomon, 2019; Ford, 2014; Keefer, 2017; Valencia,
1997). Research supports that school leaders and teachers perpetuate this deficit perspective as
they interact with Black parents and other parents of color (Auerbach, 2007; Barnyak &
McNally, 2009; Bertrand, et. al., 2018). Role theory (Whitaker & Hoover-Dempsey, 2013)
explains that roles are constructed within relationships and interactions with others (Biddle,
1986; Tekin, 2011; Whitaker & Hoover-Dempsey, 2013;) and their interactions in society
(Biddle, 1986). From this we can surmise that if school leaders and teachers interact with Black
parents from a deficit perspective, the roles of Black parents within their children’s schools will
be deficient. This idea is supported through research on perceptions of parental involvement in
urban schools (Auerbach, 2007; Barnyak & McNally, 2009; Bertrand, et. al., 2018). School
leaders view parental involvement from a traditional perspective, full of symbolic engagement
opportunities such as parent-teacher conferences, open house, and Title I meetings (Auerbach,
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2007; Bertrand, et. al, 2018). As a result, school leaders’ perceptions of parent engagement in
urban schools is devoid of significant engagement, such as parent empowerment, parent
leadership, and meaningful decision-making (Auerbach, 2007). Instead, parents cast into
ancillary roles of doing “volunteer labor” (Auerbach, 2007, p. 173) and fundraising to further the
school’s agenda. Similarly, teachers construct urban parents from a deficit perspective, viewing
them through the lens of normative expectations for involvement (Barnyak & McNally, 2009).
Teachers expect parents to be available for parent-conferences during traditional times and
expect attendance at traditional school events and view them as deficient when they do not
conform to those expectations. Teachers also perpetuate the deficit ideology of Black and lowincome parents by assuming that Black parents are not capable of providing academic support at
home, and that they lack the education and skills to volunteer or support in the classroom
(Barnyak & McNally, 2009).
The socially constructed roles that Black parents experience conflict with their own views
of their roles in their children’s education. Many believe that their role is to prepare their
children for the learning environment by providing for their basic needs (Auerbach, 2007; Curry
& Holter, 2019), and that the educating should be left to teachers. They also express the desire
for engagement in non-traditional ways and at non-traditional times, so that they can work or
take care of other responsibilities and still engage in their child’s education (Bertrand, et. al.,
2018; Curry & Holter, 2019). However, when these barriers are presented to teachers and school
leaders whose vision is clouded by deficit thinking; they are perceived as uncaring and
uninvolved. This tension likely contributes to the gap between what Black parents want for their
children in terms of educational equity, and what their children receive.
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METHODOLOGY

Qualitative Research Synthesis. Major and Savin-Baden (2012) position research
synthesis as an important qualitative methodological approach that serves a variety of purposes.
It is a rigorous methodology that:


provides a way to deal with information explosion;



helps researchers avoid reinventing the wheel;



makes connections between existing studies;



complements primary empirical studies;



complements existing quantitative meta-analysis or -syntheses by providing a
different perspective on a given phenomenon; provides ways to advance theory;



helps to identify gaps and omissions in a given body of research;



enables dialogue and debate; allows for development of evidence-based practice
and policy;



provides a cost-efficient approach to qualitative research. (Major & Savin-Baden,
2012, p.14)

In a research synthesis study, the researcher conducts and analysis of and synthesizes the
results of existing research studies (Ellison and Aloe, 2019; Major & Savin-Baden, 2012). In the
process, the researcher collects studies related to the topic, analyzes and synthesizes the findings
from each study, interprets the findings and presents them in a narrative, and makes
recommendations based on the findings (Major & Savin-Baden, 2012). Ellison and Aloe (2019)
use research synthesis to analyze existing literature on parents and school choice in the United
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States. In a similar fashion, this study examines the perspectives of parents of Black students in
urban schools in the United States.
The sample for this research study was collected from a targeted search of qualitative studies,
policy reports, conference papers and other peer-reviewed literature pertaining to parents in
urban schools, Black parents in urban schools, and parents of students of color in urban schools.
The search was limited to studies published between 1995 and 2020. Systematic searches were
conducted with search terms to include: urban parents and equity; Black parents and equity;
Black parents and urban schools; urban parents and education policy; urban parent engagement;
and Black parents and perceptions of equity. The search was conducted through EBSCOhost (via
the University of Memphis Library System) and Google Scholar.
The search produced thirty texts that were further examined for inclusion or exclusion in the
study based on the following criteria: (a) research topic; (b) data type (case studies, ethnography,
narratives or counternarratives, surveys); and (c) findings. Based on these criteria, 19 texts were
identified for inclusion (14 journal articles, 4 policy reports, and 1 conference paper). The texts
were analyzed using coding software to identify thematic elements across the texts. Initially,
texts were auto-coded to identify 3 major topics: schools, students, and parents. Sub-topics
within the major topics were coded based on similar discussion points. Sub-themes were
consolidated into 4 major themes that emerged through the manual analysis of sub-themes:
respect, resources, choice, and voice. These will be discussed in detail in the findings section.
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FINDINGS
Equity Envisioned. Parents’ visions of equity centered around 4 themes: respect,
resources, choice and voice. These four themes developed within the context of academics,
discipline and decision-making. Within each of these themes, parents conveyed their visions of
equity through accounts of experiences that did not exemplify equitable treatment, as well as
their attempts to increase equitable outcomes for their children. Through their narratives,
interview responses and survey data, a cohesive picture of their vision for equity emerged.
Respect. The research literature conveyed the sense that parents desire respect, both for
themselves and their children, in urban school settings. Parents expressed the feeling that they
were not valued as partners in their children’s schooling (Essien, 2019; Harry, Klinger, & Hart,
2005; Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008). In Essien’s (2019) research study, parents expressed
that teachers and school leaders assumed that their income levels were lower than they actually
were; that there were no fathers in their homes, and that their children lived in unstructured,
unstable environments. One particular area where parents expressed a lack of respect was in the
area of Special Education (Harry, Klinger, & Hart, 2005; Munn-Joseph &
Gavin-Evans, 2008; Yull, et. al., 2018). The research findings suggest that parents were
perceived as “naïve at best” (Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008, p. 391) when it came to
understanding their students’ disabilities and developing supports, both behavioral and academic
(Fenton, et. al., 2017; Meissner, Brown, & Van Dunk, 1997; Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evans,
2008). Parents cited lack of communication, lack of sensitivity to barriers such as transportation,
and lack of genuine consideration for their concerns and questions (Harry, et. al., 2005; MunnJoseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008). Parents also expressed concerns about how their children were
treated, from lack of teacher engagement with students who were already identified (Munn88

Joseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008) to identification and placement processes that were not conducted
properly and did not take into consideration cultural and economic barriers to learning, to
students not being supported by licensed teachers (Fenton, et.al., 2017; Searcy, 2017). Searcy
(2017) describes her chagrin upon learning that her child was in a Reading Intervention class that
was being taught by a lunchroom assistant! When brought to the attention of the school
principal, staff shortages were offered as an explanation (Searcy, 2017).
Cultural capital is defined as the knowledge or skills that can be attributed to family,
culture, and environment (Angerame, 2019; Kimelberg, 2014). Cultural capital has traditionally
been discussed in the context of how middle-class parents provide their children with the skills
needed to be successful in academic settings according to white normative standards
(Kimbelberg, 2014); however, an expanded view of the concept helps us to understand that the
skills that students of varying class backgrounds learn from family and culture can contribute to
their success in school (Carey 2016; Kimelberg, 2014; Yosso, 2007). In order to appreciate the
cultural capital of parents and students in urban schools, leaders and teachers need increased
cultural competence. Cultural competence comes through respect for differing cultural attitudes,
values, practices, and experiences that occur across racial and ethnic groups (Flory & Wylie,
2019; Nichols, 2013; Szucs, Shipley, McNeill, Housman & Vinal, 2019). In urban schools,
cultural competence involves not only an awareness and respect for cultural differences, but also
a response to this awareness that manifests in instruction, discipline, and social-emotional
support within the urban school (Nichols, 2013; Szucs, et. al., 2019). Lack of cultural
competence and lack of respect for diverse cultural capital emerged as areas of concern within
the respect theme. Parents expressed a desire for school programs that equip their children with
lifetime skills and college readiness (Meissner, Brown & Van Dunk, 1997). Accounts of
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disproportionate discipline based on cultural barriers and blatant racism conveyed parents’ desire
for more equitable discipline practices (Bell, 2020; Fenton, et. al., 2017; Golann, Debs & Weiss,
2019). In a research study on discipline in urban schools (Golann, et. al., 2019), parents
expressed concerns that the “no-excuses” discipline model of some local school choice options
were too restrictive, lacking a balance of structure and autonomy. In addition, parents explained
that traditional perspectives on parental involvement were not always aligned to the perspectives
and abilities of Black parents (Fenton, et. al., 2017) and did not recognize their cultural capital as
having value when it came to supporting their children academically (Munn-Joseph & GavinEvans, 2008). This limited their opportunities for authentic engagement in their children’s
schooling.
Resources. The research indicates that the lack of resources in urban schools is an issue
for parents of Black students (Chambers & Michelson, 2016; Favero-Meier, 2013; Fennimore,
1996; Hastings & Weinstein, 2008 Meissner, et. al., 1997). Parents characterized resources as
everything from funding, physical facilities and instructional materials to effective teachers and
instructional practices (Chambers & Michelson, 2016; Favero & Meier, 2013; Hill; 2016;
Fennimore, 1996). Resources were also considered in terms of representative school leadership,
parental supports for behavioral and academic success at home, and even internet access
(Chambers & Michelson, 2016; Fenton, et. al., 2017; Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008). The
research supports the idea that parents feel that inequitable distribution of these resources
contribute to inequities by making their schools vulnerable to low academic performance, unsafe
conditions, and negative reputations within their communities (Hill, 2016). Parents expressed
concerns that these conditions place their schools at the top of the list for closure or
reassignment.
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This research helps to support the idea that many parents in urban areas prefer their
neighborhood schools, they just want them to have the same resources as the students in
wealthier suburban schools (Chambers & Michelson, 2016; Hastings & Weinstein, 2008; Hill,
2016). They desire highly effective teachers and rigorous academic programs that prepare their
students for college and career (Meissner, et. al., 1997). A Public Policy Forum report on urban
schools (1997) quotes one parent as saying: “I am looking for a school that encourages [B]lack,
young males to go to college.” (Meissner, et. al., 1997, p. 8). Parents want teachers and
programs that implement research-based best practices for the academic and social growth of
their children (Fennimore, 1996; Meissner, et. al., 1997). They want school leaders who are
representative of the communities in which they work (Chambers & Michelson, 2016).
Lack of digital access has recently come to light as a barrier to equitable outcomes for
some students (International Communication Association, 2018). In a paper presented at the
International Communication Association Conference (2018), the digital divide is explored
through a Hotspot Lending Program in New York. In this study, parents expressed concerns
about the prohibitive costs of maintaining internet access. Parents felt that not being able to
afford internet access put their children at an academic disadvantage. Even with the program
that provided internet access through mobile hotspot devices, the data limitations of the devices
did not allow students to meet all of their academic needs. When parents discuss equity in
resources, it is important to consider the changing landscape of education. The shift to elearning and digital research creates additional barriers for many urban students; barriers that
policy needs to address.
Along the same lines as digital access, parents are asking for access to school data and
the supporting resources to disseminate the data (Favero & Meier, 2013; Hastings & Weinstein,
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2008). Favero and Meier’s (2013) research study explains that urban parents who are concerned
about academics at their children’s schools often lack the resources to evaluate the quality of
schools. Data such as academic achievement levels, attendance rates, suspension rates, school
climate ratings, and school demographic information is not widely known by urban parents
(Favero & Meier, 2013). Even when school data is available, the context does not help the
parents to accurately evaluate the effectiveness of their child’s school. Low income families in
urban areas do not have the “capital” (time resources, cognitive resources, financial resources) to
gather and analyze achievement data across schools, which limits their decision-making ability
when school choice options are available (Hastings & Weinstein, 2008).
Voice. Black parents’ discontent with their ability to provide input in the educational
process is well documented (Bell, 2020; Dillard, 2000; Hill, 2016; Ladson-Billings & Tate,
1995; Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008; Pazey & DeMatthews, 2019; Tillman, 2002; Yull, et.
al., 2018). Parent voice has been marginalized when it comes to academic decision-making
(Fenton, et. al., 2017; Munn-Joseph & Gavin-Evans, 2008; Pazey & DeMatthews, 2019),
disciplinary action and behavior interventions (Bell, 2020; Golann, et. al., 2019), and decisions
about school choice, closures, and repurposing (Hill, 2016; Pazey & DeMatthews, 2019, Yull, et.
al., 2018). Parents’ perspectives and suggestions on what constitutes meaningful parent
engagement is frequently dismissed (Fenton, et. al., 2017; Hill, 2016).
In addition to parent concerns about their own voice, the research indicates that parents
feel that the marginalization of their children’s voices contributes to inequitable outcomes (Bell,
2020; Eissen, 2019; Golann, Debs & Weiss, 2019). When it came to discipline, parents indicated
that their children were punished for offenses that they did not commit, given harsher
punishments than what was appropriate for the misbehavior, and pushed out of schools without
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being given the opportunity to explain themselves or clarify extenuating circumstances (Bell,
2020, Golann, et. al., 2019). Teachers and school leaders perceived students’ attempts to explain
or defend themselves as aggressive, disruptive, and defiant (Bell, 2020; Golann, et. al., 2019).
Student behaviors evaluated through the lens of normative whiteness caused Black students to be
disproportionately referred for special education services and behavior interventions without
sufficient attempts to understand or support underlying social and cultural sources of said
behavior (Fenton, et. al., 2017; Yull, et. al., 2018). Blatant racism and micro-aggressive
behavior from teachers and school leaders silenced the voices of black students in every aspect
of schooling, increasing the likelihood of lower academic performance and frequent misbehavior
(Eissen, 2019; Golan, et. al., 2018).
Choice. The literature supports the idea that parents value school choice as a way to
achieve equity (Chambers & Michelson, 2020; Favero & Meier, 2013; Fennimore, 1996;
Hastings & Weinstein, 2008; Hill; 2016). Parents desire high-quality public-school options, such
as gifted and magnate schools (Fennimore, 1996; Hill; 2016; O’Keefe, King, & Aldeman, 2019)
and they desire these options in their own neighborhoods (Chambers & Michelson, 2020;
Fennimore, 1996). Parents want equal consideration in the design and implementation of those
public-school options (Fennimore, 1996) to ensure that neighborhood schools meet the needs of
the students that live there. Parents also want school choice options that include smaller school
and class sizes (Favero & Meier, 2013; Hill, 2016; Meissner, et. al., 1997). When neighborhood
schools face closure or repurposing, parents want themselves and their children to be considered
in the options that will replace the closing school (Chambers & Michelson, 2016; Hill, 2016;
Orfield, et. al., 1997).
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Although parents want options for their child’s public education, they also expressed
concern that sometimes the options create more equity barriers. Fennimore (1996) recalls her
child’s experience in a school’s gifted program. The program, which was intended to support
diversity and equality, soon became “more elitist than egalitarian” (p, 53). Fennimore goes on to
explain that her child’s school began to foster competition, tracking students for gifted programs
in kindergarten. O’Keefe, et. al. (2019) found that parents in Boston Public Schools’ choice
program were frustrated with the program because there were not enough high-quality options in
lower-income neighborhoods, creating a sense of elitism and priority for the privileged.
CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH
Urban school parents envision equity from a perspective that is mostly shaped by what
they and their children do not get. Their experiences with lack of respect, resources, choice and
voice help to construct the vision for what they feel is needed in order for their students to
receive equity in education. The research literature explored in this study supports the idea that
racism and devalued cultural capital marginalizes both parents and children in urban schools.
Black students in urban schools are subject to disproportionate disciplinary action,
overrepresentation in special education, and difficulties in the classroom because their cultural,
social, and economic influences are not recognized by school leaders and teachers. Inequitable
distribution of resources for urban schools-especially those in impoverished neighborhoodspresents barriers to academic success for the students who attend them. Parents feel that even
when they attempt to advocate for their students, whether in an individual situation or as a
collective for decisions that impact the whole school, their input is not fully considered. Even
when school choice options are available, in some instances, parents express concerns that the
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competitive and elitist nature of the choice process does not improve the chances for their
children to get a high-quality education.
ESSA contains provisions that are designed to address some of the inequitable practices
that parents speak of in the literature (ESSA, 2015). ESSA state plans in the states where these
urban school districts are located express a commitment to reducing the disparate use of
exclusionary discipline practices (NY ESSA Plan; DC ESSA Plan; Maryland ESSA Plan; Ohio
ESSA Plan; NC ESSA Plan). State plans also identify the inequitable distribution of financial
resources and highly qualified teachers as a problem in urban schools (Anthony & Nelson,
2020). Regardless of the provisions in state plans, the literature, which spans over a 25-year
period before and after the implementation of ESSA, indicates that not much has changed when
it comes to the areas in which parents feel equity is lacking.
This research study is limited in that it synthesizes a relatively small number of
documents over a long period of time; however, the researcher believes the fact that the same
themes are present over this extended time period supports the idea that what parents want has
not changed much over time, nor have revised education policies provided greater satisfaction
for parents. This research study does not address every specific equity need of Black parents and
students in urban schools; however, by identifying themes that span multiple urban locations
over a sustained period of time, it helps to contribute to a cohesive picture of what is still lacking
in the area of equity in urban schools. If policymakers are ever going to make progress towards
creating education reform policies that produce the equitable outcomes they speak of, they must
get a better understanding of what stakeholders envision for equity. They must also get an
understanding of what stakeholders feel is lacking in the implementation of current policies.
Continued research on parent perspectives of equity will add to the conversation and create a
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clearer picture of what urban students, parents, and schools need. Additionally, research
synthesis from the perspectives of Black students themselves is needed to contribute to the
conversation around policy reforms.
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Chapter 5

CONCLUSION

The education system in America was designed “to control and sort students according to
the needs of the state” (Zion & Blanchett, 2011, p. 2190). The system has evolved through a
system of legal decisions and reform policies; however, the original spirit of the system,
replicated by whiteness and colorblind norms, has remained entrenched. The result is an
inequitable system in which outcomes for every student are not the same. In urban schools,
inequitable distribution of resources, systemic racism, repressed economic opportunities and
negative social construction leave Black students and other marginalized groups lacking in
academic success.
Over the last 30 years, education policy has professed to recognize the barriers to equity
in urban schools and has included provisions that are designed to close the opportunity gap for
urban students. Since these provisions have been formulated and implemented through the lens
of whiteness, they often fall short of their stated aims; or, perhaps they accomplish their goal of
maintaining whiteness as the normalized standard in education.
This research has attempted to clarify three issues that contribute to the lack of
progress with equity in the American educational system: (a) lack of a unified definition of
equity; (b) replication of inequitable practices at the local level; and (c) policymaker oblivion
with respect to how parents of Black students in urban schools envision equity for their children.
The absence of an equity through-line from policymakers to local schools to parents will
continue to create dissonant voices in the discourse of educational equity. The research agenda
of this study has been to understand why the question of achieving equity for Black students in
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urban schools is so difficult to answer. By examining the concept of equity in the broad context
of federal policy, then moving to policy implementation at the local level, and finally, moving to
the level of individual families in urban schools, teachers and school leaders can evaluate current
practices and adjust more effectively. By examining policy through this funnel-analysis
approach, teachers and leaders in urban schools can engage more effectively in the work of
equity in ways that move Black students in urban schools closer to equitable outcomes.
Findings. Corpus linguistics is a critical discourse methodology that provides both
qualitative and quantitative insights on text (Wodak & Meyer, 2015). By examining state ESSA
plans and RTTT applications of the 12 RTTT grant states using a corpus methodology, this study
could identify discursive patterns that helped to shape the definition of equity, accountability,
urban schools, and discipline. Defining these terms from the perspective of these documents
contributes to the equity conversation by deconstructing key components of the equity equation
from the perspective of policymakers. Discourse is representation; a particular way of
representing the world (Fairclough, 2003). By analyzing how policymakers represent equity, it is
the hope that education stakeholders at the local level (i.e., school leaders, teachers, and parents)
have a greater understanding of where national educational equity priorities lie. This research
study indicates that national equity priorities are: the equitable distribution of teachers, equity in
educational attainment, the reduction of disparate exclusionary discipline practices, and
differentiated accountability. When it comes to urban schools, the language in education policy
at the national level acknowledges that there are challenges, yet there is no clear-cut plan to help
eradicate those challenges.
Critical discourse analysis helps us to see how education policy at the local level
reproduces normative ideologies (Hernandez, 2016; van Dijk, 1997). The structure, word
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choice, and silence in the discourse of discipline policies characterize the disconnect between
policy and the needs of Black students in urban schools. The structure helps us to understand
that discipline policies are still very impersonal, presented as a legal obligation rather than a
resource to build equity for marginalized students. The word choice in the student handbooks
replicates normative expectations for student behaviors, often leading to more consequences for
Black students in urban schools. There is no cultural response to behaviors; no understanding of
the influences that impact the behaviors of Black students in urban schools. The silence within
the discipline handbooks represents the inability or unwillingness to acknowledge the cultural,
economic, environmental, and other barriers to academic success for Black students. The silence
also represents the inability or unwillingness to acknowledge the systemic racism that has
contributed to the current inequitable system of discipline and how it continues to be replicated
through the discourse of discipline policies.
A research synthesis of existing literature facilitates discussion of a particular issue or
policy (Major & Savin-Baden, 2012) with the hope of shaping future policies and practices. By
collecting and analyzing literature related to educational equity from the perspective of parents
of Black students in urban schools, the emerging themes have the ability to generate discussion
around current policies and practices that impact their children. Even when policies intend to
create more equitable outcomes for these students, the implementation, especially at the local
level, is often mired by racism and the reproduction of normative ideologies. This hinders
respect, resources, voice, and choice in urban schools. At best, Black parents’ equity
perspectives and input are misunderstood due to lack of cultural competency on the part of
teachers and school leaders. At worst, they are devalued and relegated to symbolic tasks that fit
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the school’s agenda. This research synthesis shows little evidence that policymakers truly
consider (or even know about) what parents in urban schools want for their kids.
IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
In order to develop a sound answer to the question of equity for Black students in urban
schools, additional qualitative and quantitative research is needed. Quantitative studies on ESSA
are needed to determine if academic outcomes for Black students in urban schools have
improved since the policy’s implementation, alongside critical discourse analysis that attempts to
uncover what equitable outcomes look like for these students. Qualitative studies and additional
research synthesis that explores a vision for equity from the perspective of the students
themselves is necessary in order to have a meaningful discussion on the vision for equity in
urban schools. These types of studies can be explored as a common practice in teacher and
leader preparation programs to strengthen teacher and leader understanding of equity concepts.
Analysis of the discourse of education reform policies can be helpful in implementing policy at
the local level if this type of analysis is practiced in teacher and leader preparation programs, as
well as in ongoing professional development for current teachers and leaders.
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